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“Ordering Subjects” argues that the merchants of Marwar led efforts to demarcate 
a new, exclusive community of elites, one that they conceptualized of as self-consciously 
‘Hindu.’ This early modern Hindu community defined itself in opposition not to the 
figure of the Muslim but to that of the ‘Untouchable,’ a category that included but was 
not limited to the Muslim. The early modern Hindu identity was thus deeply imagined in 
caste terms. This elite community organized around Krishna devotion, especially the 
Vallabh Sampraday, and demarcated itself through cultural markers such as the practice 
of vegetarianism, teetotalism, and austerity. Merchants, often joined by brāhmaṇs, waged 
their battles for the demarcation of this new community by petitioning the crown and by 
successfully deploying the control that they had gained in prior centuries over the state 
apparatus as bureaucrats. State power, consisting of its judicial, fiscal, recordkeeping, and 
surveillance mechanisms, played a central role in the implementation of laws and 
regulations, including spatial, economic, social, and ritual segregation, enforced 
vegetarianism, and the moral policing of elite subjects’ lives. Most of these petitions and 
state responses were legitimized with reference to ethics, marking a departure from the 
until-then prevalent emphasis on custom as the basis for legislating society. “Ordering 
Subjects” suggests that this marked a shift towards a more universal law and that the turn 
to ethical principles made possible the disregard for the force of custom that these 
departures marked. Further, the dissertation demonstrates that these processes capture the 
ascendance of a mercantile ethos as the preeminent cultural code of the region, displacing 
that of the warrior and modifying that of the brāhmaṇ. Lastly, it shows the extent to 
which the state in eighteenth-century Marwar had penetrated society and was capable of 
intervening in it using surveillance and judicial methods.  
	   The dissertation challenges the current scholarly framing of the debate over the 
existence of religious identities in pre-colonial South Asia, suggesting that it casts 
modern, binary (‘Hindu-Muslim’) conceptions of religion, as distinct from politics, upon 
pre-modern history. Instead, “Ordering Subjects” points to the role of caste, as a field of 
politics, in determining the contours and imagination of early modern Hindu identity. It 
offers a political and social history of Krishna devotion, extending scholarship on this 
field beyond the focus on its literary, theological, and cultural aspects that currently 
dominate the field. In tracing the local effects of the global processes of economic 
circulation and integration that characterized early modernity upon social and political 
life of a landlocked kingdom, the dissertation offers a perspective upon the history of 
early modern South Asia as it unfolded away from, but in connection with, the ports and 
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“Rājā, bājā aur bāndrā bhamāvai jyūṁ hī bajai.1” 
 




Until 1785, all residents of Pali, a town in the western Indian kingdom of Marwar, 
drew drinking water from the same public tank. In that year, however, the town’s 
merchants petitioned the office of the reigning mahārājā, Vijay Singh, to demand that 
‘high’ castes (“utam jāt”) deserved their own water supply instead of having to mingle 
with ‘untouchable’ (“achhep”) groups while drawing water. The crown granted this 
request, only one instance among many in which it met merchants’ demands favorably. 
The merchants’ petitions for social exclusivity are notable since, unlike the majority of 
petitions brought to the crown, they do not refer to custom or past practice to support 
their claims. To the contrary, these petitions ask the state to adopt and enforce explicitly 
new patterns of social behavior. Why did the Rathor administration enforce these new 
legal claims that bypassed the established authority of custom? It is this question that I 
address in the dissertation.  
Locating these new legal norms in the broader context of early modernity, I 
explore the relationship between state and society, in particular that between Marwar’s 
merchants and Rathor legislative authority. I examine the role of religion and ethics in 
                                                       






local politics around caste rank, reflecting upon the increasing concern with Krishna 
worship, vegetarianism, austerity, and then current ideas of ritual purity that I show 
Rathor records from the period demonstrate.  
Early Modern Religious Identity 
Who is a Hindu? Answers to this question were as contested a millennium ago as 
they are today. The term first emerged in early Arab accounts of India to denote 
geographically the people who inhabited the regions watered by the river Indus, known in 
ancient Persian as ‘Hindu’ and in Sanskrit as ‘Sindhu’ (literally, ‘river’). Over time, the 
entire Indian sub-continent came to be known as ‘Hind’ in Arabic while the Persian 
‘Hindustan’ designated the Indo-Gangetic Plain. It was only from the eleventh century, 
with Mahmud of Ghazni’s invasions of north India, that ‘hindū’ took on an ethnic 
connotation (evolving in modern Persian into the pseudo-Arabic ‘hunūd’ and ‘ahānid’). 
Turkish military expansion into South Asia also gave rise to the first association of the 
region with a religious identity, one that religious scholars and historians of the age 
rhetorically denounced as ‘kāfir’  (infidel) while glorifying their patrons’ conquests. The 
Ghaznavid scholar Al-Biruni (d. 1048), in his study of Indian civilization, was the first to 
place Hindu in opposition to Muslim. He applied the concept of ‘dīn’ (religion), 
explicitly recognizing for the first time ‘Hindus’ as a distinct religious group, if only in 
opposition to Muslims. al-Biruni’s work did not acquire much influence and ‘hindu,’ in 
the Arabic and Persian literature where it was used, continued to be largely an ethnic 
rather than a religious category until the thirteenth century.2 Carl Ernst argues that it was 
                                                       





after the Mongol invasions upon the great Islamic cities in Central Asia that ‘hindu’ came 
to be posited in binary opposition to Muslim. With the Mongols’ destruction of the 
Caliphate and their destruction of several key cities, Muslim refugees streamed into India, 
which remained in their eyes the only realm left under the protection of an Islamic king. 
To these refugees, suggests Ernst, India’s indigenous “pagan” population posed a 
potential threat, rekindling the still fresh memories of the non-Muslim Mongols’ attacks. 
It was this context that led to a generalization in fourteenth-century Persian literature of 
the idea of ‘hindu’ as a religious identity.3 
While Sanskrit texts never explicitly acknowledged the presence of Muslims or of 
Islam, the political, demographic, and cultural changes introduced by the establishment of 
the Delhi Sultanate and other Turkic states in the subcontinent did trigger processes of 
identity formation among local, non-Muslim communities in medieval India. Sheldon 
Pollock identifies an effort on the part of local ruling elites to class Turkish armies into a 
unified and oppositional category from the twelfth century onwards, that is, right after the 
Turks’ rise to military dominance in the subcontinent. Pollock shows the sudden rise at 
this historical juncture of the articulation of kingly identity with the epic hero Rama and 
of the Turks with the demons he slew in battle.4  Andrew Nicholson asserts that a more 
unified Hindu identity, downplaying differences between the different schools of 
philosophy, emerged in the late medieval period.5 Still, it was not until the fourteenth 
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century that local communities began to adopt the term ‘hindu.’ Cynthia Talbot shows 
what may be the earliest known application by local communities of the label ‘hindu’ to 
themselves. This occurred in fourteenth-century Andhra, in a Telugu inscription that 
described the Vijayanagara kings as ‘sultans among hindu kings’ (hindu-rāya-suratāna). 
Yet, even then, ‘hindu,’ defined in opposition to the Turk, remained an ethnic category, 
denoting differences in dress, language, food, cultural norms, etc.6  
Other historians of social identity in medieval and early modern times ask if the 
Hindu and Muslim communities were entirely monolithic, distinct, and antagonistic 
towards each other prior to the establishment of colonial rule. Taken as a whole, this 
body of scholarship has striven to reject persistent colonial and religious-nationalist 
tropes, and their tenacious hold upon popular memory and political discourse in 
contemporary South Asia, of eternal and constant sectarian antagonism and conflict 
between Hindus and Muslims ever since the arrival of Islam in the Indian subcontinent.7 
Iconoclastic Muslim invaders, temple demolitions, forced conversions to Islam, and the 
suppression of indigenous cultural forms and religious practices are among the stock 
motifs deployed by colonial and religious-nationalist historians and polemicists to portray 
South Asia between the first Ghaznavid invasions in 990 CE and the establishment of 
British rule in the eighteenth century.8 Countering this perspective, a growing body of 
historical writing re-reads as political or economic those actions that earlier historians 
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7 Thapar 1989, Frykenberg 1989, Hawley 1991, Dalmia 1995. See also the studies compiled in 
the volumes co-edited by Dalmia and von Stietencron (1995) and Gilmartin and Lawrence (2000) 
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interpreted as religiously motivated.9 Others have emphasized the inclusive and tolerant 
nature of Islamic regimes in South Asia, driven by the practical need to govern a majority 
of non-Muslim subjects. Some studies assert the role of economic imperatives and the 
recognition, among states and religious groups, of the practical need for stability in 
keeping religious conflict in check.10  
Still others focus on the porosity of boundaries between Hindu and Muslim, 
whether in everyday life, religious practice, political discourse, or cultural artifacts.11 
They have pointed to the inflection of universal religious affiliations and forms by local 
imperatives and influences.12 These studies are important, demonstrating the significance 
of paying attention to the historic and generic context of pre-modern expressions of 
Hindu/Indic and Muslim/Turkic/Islamicate identity and to the relationships between 
them. They have done the important work of countering through careful scholarship older 
but still persistent historiographies and popular polemics that simplistically projected 
back into the pre-modern past a ‘communal’ spirit.  This historiographic corpus has 
successfully challenged “a fixation with bounded categories, whether religious or ethnic, 
                                                       
9 Chandra 1969; Talbot 1995; Eaton 1997; Eaton in Bruce and Gilmartin 2000; Sreenivasan 2004. 
 
10 Sheikh 2010. “The economic prosperity of Gujarat in the fifteenth century resulted in a 
complex religious marketplace that over time developed a discourse of mutual existence… [A]s 
long as the sultans kept the trade routes pacified, opened up new economic vistas and ensured 
peace and prosperity, this ever-burgeoning religious marketplace would remain peaceful, 
reflecting a political consensus between social groups that made up the sultanate (174-175).” And 
“[t]he necessity for the sultanate to enforce a pragmatic, trade-promoting consensus permitted a 
variety of religious formations to flourish (209).” 
 
11 Wagoner 1996; Christopher Shackle, Vasudha Narayanan, Carl Ernst, Cynthia Talbot, and 
Stewart Gordon in Gilmartin and Lawrence 2000; Flood 2009; Behl 2012; LaRoque 2014. 
 





Hindu or Turk, in order to pluralize the ways that these categories operated in varying 
historical contexts.”13 On the history of religious identities in pre-modern times, some 
scholars aligned with this broader position assert that there was no conception of a 
singular Hindu identity until the nineteenth century when processes unleashed by colonial 
modernity generated the idea of a self-conscious, unified Hindu identity and of Hinduism 
as one religion.14 
Constructions of the past play an important legitimating role in present-day 
politics. The history of religious identities, communities, and conflict in South Asian 
history is yet another front on which the contest over competing visions of the nation 
plays out in the region. History offers a political resource, legitimating claims in the 
present. The body of literature emphasizing the instability in pre-modern times of 
religious identities such as Hindu and Muslim, knowingly or unknowingly, helps counter 
religious nationalism in South Asia, discrediting its rhetoric of constant conflict and an 
unbridgeable divide between Hindus and Muslims since the arrival of Islam in the region. 
The terrible toll on life and property that Hindu-Muslim riots have taken, seen most 
prominently in recent times during the post-Babri Masjid Demolition riots of 1992 and 
the Gujarat riots of 2002, has driven home, once more, the urgency of countering 
communalist reconstructions of the past.  
Reflecting on this body of literature, Neeladri Bhattacharya argues that the 
peculiar predicament of writing ‘secular histories’ is the need to challenge communal 
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frames while also simultaneously transcending them. He demonstrates the ways in which 
historians seeking to counter religious nationalist frames fall into traps of their own – the 
stubborn refusal to recognize the role of religion in causation, the connected separation of 
the political (and the rhetorical) from the religious, the imposition of a ‘secular teleology’ 
in which the passage of time sees increasing accommodation and assimilation.15 
Raziuddin Aquil too identifies hostility among some ‘secularist scholars’ towards 
scholarship that departs from a portrayal of medieval or early modern South Asia as 
tolerant and pluralistic. Challenging this historiographical position, Aquil points to the 
need to engage with historical instances of conflict, antagonism, and violence between 
Hindus and Muslims in order to not leave unaddressed any event or process that may then 
provide more grist for the communalist mill.16 
Informed perhaps by this spirit, some historians insist, despite the growing 
influence of histories arguing otherwise, that ‘Hindu’ as a religious identity and a unified 
idea of Hinduism were not products of the encounter with colonial modernity but have 
existed since pre-colonial times.17 Others acknowledge the emergence of the term 
‘Hindu’ from around the fourteenth century in vernacular (that is, non-Sanskritic) 
literature and inscriptions as a marker of an Indic identity, defined in opposition to the 
Turk (or even the Muslim) in ethnic and not religious terms.18 Still others have teased out 
instances of ambivalence, antipathy, or violent conflict between Hindus and Muslims in 
                                                       
15 Bhattacharya 2008. 
 
16 Aquil 2010, ix-xii. 
 
17 Doniger 1991; Lorenzen 1999; Nicholson 2011. 
 





early modern South Asia, but are careful to not infer from this a conception of a singular, 
unified Hindu community.19 
Venturing into this fraught territory, I argue that eighteenth-century Marwar 
witnessed efforts, led chiefly by mercantile elites, for the creation of a new, exclusive 
Hindu community. This was a self-conscious Hindu community, imagined in opposition 
to the achhep (literally, ‘untouchable’), a category that included but was not limited to 
Muslims. Public adherence to Krishnaite religiosity and to a life of temperance, entailing 
the moderation of all appetites, became markers of this elite identity. In waging this 
effort, the merchants were able to rally the support of various functionaries of the state, 
from the Vaishnav king Vijay Singh to their numerous caste fellows who manned the 
central and provincial administrative apparatus of the Rathor kingdom. 
I depart from prior historiography on the theme by arguing not only that a pre-
modern, self-conscious Hindu identity existed but also that this Hindu identity was 
conceived of in caste terms. It was not the figure of the Muslim but that of the 
‘Untouchable’ that formed the pole against which this community defined itself. In doing 
so, I suggest that prior efforts to trace the histories (or the lack thereof) of Hindu and 
Muslim identities in pre-modern South Asia have remained constrained by the need to 
always see the two in a binary relationship with each other. By rejecting a simplistic 
projection of this modern frame onto the pre-modern past, this dissertation excavates 
instead the valences of ‘Hindu’ as a marker of identity in eighteenth-century Marwar. As 
a result, the early modern Hindu identity as eighteenth-century Marwari merchants and 
their fellow travellers conceptualized it, I submit, emerges as an articulation of elite 
                                                       




status, seeking to cleanse itself not only of the Muslim but of an association with other 
‘low’ castes as well. 
Rājā and Rāj 
Historiography on kingship and the state, or the rājā and rāj, in pre-modern South 
Asia has traversed a vast terrain, beginning with colonial portrayals of despotic kings and 
the hermetically sealed “village community,” sealed off from the vicissitudes of high 
politics. Karl Marx, whose theories deeply shaped influential historians of pre-modern 
South Asia, also adopted this paradigm, seeing in premodern South Asia ‘Oriental 
Despotism’ and the persistence of an ‘Asiatic Mode of Production.’20 Marx’s conception 
of pre-modern South Asia reproduced colonial narratives of an all-powerful monarch and 
of the insulated, unchanging village community. Marx identified caste as the cause of the 
self-sufficiency and stable reproduction of the village community. In these nineteenth-
century models, there was a hiatus between state and society, an unbridgeable gap that 
caused political change – changes in dynasty, for instance – to be as superficial as ripples 
on the surface of a deep, tranquil lake. Modernity and induction into a capitalist world 
system is the force that, from a colonial perspective, injected dynamism into what had for 
millennia been a ‘moribund’ civilization. 
 A nationalist spirit, however, roused post-Independence historians of South Asia 
to question the construction of the pre-colonial past as consisting of an endless succession 
of tyrants who ruled purely by their monopoly on force. A new generation of Marxist 
scholars proposed instead the existence, especially in the Mughal period, of a state that 
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governed its subjects through systematized revenue and military administrations. The 
Mughal state, in this conception, was unitary and strong, effectively and efficiently 
administering its subjects through a highly centralized bureaucracy.21 It was no more 
‘despotic’ than contemporary Western states and was far more incorporative and ‘state’-
like than what either Marx or colonial writers had proposed. The Marxist historians, of 
the so-called ‘Aligarh School,’ argued that the Mughal state directed its machinery 
towards efficient and maximal revenue collection, even at the cost of diminishing their 
subjects’ means of reproduction. This characteristic formed the inherent contradiction in 
the pre-modern state form – its demise lay in its own perfection. It was the relentless 
pressure on its subjects to part with their surplus that caused the peasant unrest and 
rebellion that, in the view of these scholars, finally felled the Mughal Empire. 
 The idea of a unitary and highly centralized state has attracted criticism from the 
1970s. Among the most influential counter-perspectives came from Burton Stein, who 
suggested that the South Asian state was ‘segmentary’ rather than unitary. On the basis of 
his studies of the Chola, Pallava and Vijayanagara polities of South India and his 
adaptation of Aidan Southall’s analysis of the East African Alur, he argued that power 
was multifocal in these kingdoms. Stein argued that the existence of different ecological 
zones – fertile, semi-arid, and arid – within these kingdoms caused the emergence of a 
number of core regions from which the political suzerainty of the center radiated. Each of 
these formed a segment, internally centered around its own political locus.22 The central 
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authority’s tax-collecting powers were limited to its own vicinity and geographical 
distance reduced its political control. Yet, the ritual sovereignty of the king remained 
accepted across the kingdom. It was this ritual sovereignty and the deployment of 
ideology that gave coherence to the polity as a whole.23 
 While aspects of Stein’s model of pre-modern state and kingship may be open to 
debate, his work played the important role of introducing a new way of looking at the 
relationship between state and society in a manner that did not confine politics to the 
urban and elite realms of high statecraft. His work countered far more effectively the idea 
of a monolithic, singular state that Orientalist tropes of South Asian history had 
introduced than that of prior scholars.  
 Frank Perlin introduced another significant historiographical turn to the study of 
South Asian state and society. Deviating from the emphasis until then on structures -- 
whether of state, society, or economy – and from the emphasis on the stable persistence 
of these structures across centuries (say, of Mughal rule), he made a programmatic call to 
look instead at the processes that unfolded on the margins of and in the interstices 
between idealized structures. This, he suggested, was the only way to trace evidence of 
change and transformation.24 In this way, Perlin’s work helped turn historians’ attention 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
23 Stein 1985 and 1995. 
 





to forms of social participation and activity that an interest only in structures would 
occlude.25 
 In the 1980s and 90s, scholarly momentum shifted the historiographical focus 
from the institutional and administrative aspects of pre-modern Indian states to the ritual 
and ideological dimensions of political authority. Volumes such as that edited by J. F. 
Richards and Noboru Karashima respectively are representative of this historiography.26 
Some of the studies compiled in these volumes posit or assume an opposition between the 
religious and political domains, working with binaries such as temporal/spiritual, 
profane/sacred, and kingship/priesthood. For instance, JC Heesterman and Ronal Inden 
see the tension between scripture-based legislative authority and kingly political authority 
as underlying Indian kingship.  
Nicholas Dirks’ work challenges this idea of a separation between the ritual and 
the political in pre-colonial Indian state and kingship. He demonstrates how historical 
processes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries parsed the ritual from the political, 
replacing a pre-colonial order in which the domains of ritual and political power were 
inextricably intertwined. Kingly authority was interwoven with religious power. Forces 
unleashed by colonialism served to separate the two domains, marking a range of 
institutions that had been deeply political in pre-colonial times as “traditional,” grounded 
only in scriptural authority. Indian kingship had operated through the expression and 
sharing of kingly sovereignty through the transfer of gifts to subordinate chieftains. Gift-
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giving on a massive scale was an integral part of early modern polities and the resource 
collection and redistribution mechanisms of the state were not merely political but were 
articulated and understood in religious forms.27 Recent scholarly approaches reflect this 
fuller embrace of the indissolubility between religious and political authority, with Azfar 
Moin suggesting that successive Mughal (and Safavid) kings articulated a kingly 
authority that was saintly, messianic, and millenarian.28 Norbert Peabody argues that the 
eighteenth-century kings of Kota, in southern Rajasthan, attempted a closer identification 
with the sectarian deities of the Vallabh Sampraday, articulating a Hindu kingship in 
which the ritual and the political melded together.29 
In the eighteenth-century Marwari polity, religion was a crucial interface of the 
relationship between sovereign and subject. By taking formal affiliation into the 
Krishnaite Vallabh Sampraday, Maharājā Vijay Singh (r. 1752-1793) publicly positioned 
himself as a Krishna devotee, partaking of public sectarian ritual, constructing an image 
of himself as an ideal and ardent worshipper of Krishna, showering state resources upon 
the sect, and taking part in such conspicuous pilgrimages as that to the Vallabhites’ new 
sectarian center in Nathdvara in southern Rajasthan. In the seventeenth century, 
incorporation into the Mughal Empire permitted the rājpūt kings of Marwar to elevate the 
principle of chākrī or honorable service to a position superior to that of fraternal equality 
(bhāībānṭ) which had until then allowed rival chiefs to challenge the rājpūt king’s claims 
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to sovereign power. By the latter half of the eighteenth century, when there ceased to be 
an external power on whose authority the Rathors could leverage their own, they sought 
out other sources of social support. It was the merchants in their domain to whom they 
turned. In doing so, they built upon a tendency that had been unfolding since the early 
sixteenth century – the growing reliance of Rathor kings upon men of mercantile and 
other literate non-rājpūt communities for dispensing with matters of state, a move driven 
by the urge to counter the power that the ideology of kinship, the power of custom, and 
the control of arms and land imparted to other rājpūts. By joining the Vallabh 
Sampraday, Maharājā Vijay Singh consolidated his alliance with the merchants of his 
domain, a section of his population that commanded tremendous wealth and influence.30 
In the eighteenth century, other rājpūt rulers appear to have made a similar calculus, 
joining the merchant-favored sect of the Vallabhites in order to better incorporate 
merchants into their kingly enterprise.31 
Vallabh devotional practice entails a conceptualization of Krishna as an infant, 
albeit one given the lordly title of ‘Ṭhākurjī.’ The Vallabhite devotee performs his daily 
worship, conceived of as ‘sevā’ or service, as a mother looks after her child, immersing 
himself in a maternal emotional state (vātsalya bhāv). Peabody notes the transition from 
one service ethic to another, from chākrī to sevā, or from honorable service to an earthly 
lord to disinterested service to a divine figure. For Peabody, it is the infantilization of the 
object of devotion that is significant and he takes it as an expression of the parallel 
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reduction of the king of Kota to a puppet in his Prime Minister’s hands.32 In the case of 
Marwar, Nandita Sahai wonders if the new ritual role of disinterested mother to an infant 
child was an attempt to project a reformulated relationship between the king and his 
subjects as that between a parent and a child.33 Following Peabody, Sahai suggests that 
the embrace of Vallabhite devotion was an attempt on the part of Vijay Singh to gain 
symbolic capital through his association with Krishna.34 Whether or not Vijay Singh’s 
turn to Krishna devotion was quite so instrumental, it certainly did constitute a re-
articulation of kingship into a mellower, more domestic model than that his Shaiva and 
Shakta predecessors had followed. 
Along with these changes in the ideological projection of his personal authority, 
the state under Mahārājā Vijay Singh was also marked, as I show in chapters 2, 3, and 4 
by a high level of surveillance and regulation of and intervention in the social and 
cultural lives of his subjects. The degree to which his administration intervened in the 
everyday lives and domestic sphere of Rathor subjects, as I show in this dissertation, is 
truly remarkable given our state of knowledge of early modern states. Was late 
eighteenth-century Marwar unique in this regard?  
The reign of Tipu Sultan (r. 1750-1799) of Mysore, Partha Chatterjee shows, 
offers remarkable insight into forms of kingly and state authority as they evolved after the 
collapse of the Mughal Empire and with the aggressive commercial and territorial 
expansion of the European trading companies. In addition to introducing revenue, 
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military, and commercial reforms in a way that enlarged his state’s authority, Tipu went 
to an unprecedented extent in expressing the ideological basis of his rule. Not only did he 
claim a divine origin for his rule, declaring it an instrument for the furthering cause of 
Islam, but he proclaimed that the only check upon his power could be from God 
Himself.35 Tipu’s was an interventionist state, attempting to govern social life and 
cultural practices to a degree that was uncommon for his time. Monika Horstmann and 
V.S. Bhatnagar’s research on the reign of Jai Singh II and my own research on 
Vijaysingh, all eighteenth century sovereigns, points to the rise of similarly 
interventionist states following the collapse of the Mughal Empire elsewhere in South 
Asia too. Chatterjee sees in Tipu’s regime parallels with the absolutist states of early 
modern Europe.36 In the “absolutist early modern tendency” that Chatterjee identifies in 
the latter half of the eighteenth century in South Asia, ideological claims to sovereignty 
were framed not in older terms of dynastic legitimacy and birth but rather by stressing the 
personal qualities, including divine grace, displayed by the king.37 In this way, this new 
basis for claiming sovereignty was “not an element of conservative restoration; it was 
potentially revolutionary.” Chatterjee’s analysis allows a reading of the changes in 
eighteenth-century Marwar as belonging to wider processes underway at this historical 
juncture in the subcontinent’s past. 
Castes and Outcastes in a Time of Flux 
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Chatterjee’s is by far not the only work to reflect upon the new processes, with or 
without revolutionary potential, underway in the course of the eighteenth century. 
Christopher Bayly and Muzaffar Alam were among the first historians of South Asia to 
challenge the picture of unmitigated decline, a ‘Dark Age,’ and total anarchy that the 
eighteenth century in Indian history was until then thought to have been.38 This 
intervention helped turn historiographical attention away from Delhi and the state to other 
areas, geographic and thematic.39 While the debate between the historiographical 
proponents and opponents of eighteenth-century decline persisted for a while, today 
historiographical consensus appears to have gathered around the position that the collapse 
of the Mughal Empire did not lead to economic, social, and political disarray.40 Instead, a 
turn to the study of the locality and to the region reveal that continuity or even novelty 
were more characteristic of social, economic, and political life, at least until the middle of 
the century. 
 Bayly’s study of the Awadh region in the late eighteenth century directed 
attention to the increasing importance of ‘intermediate classes’ – especially local 
merchants and moneylenders – in the region’s economic and political life. Noting the 
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penetration of market relations and commerce into the region’s countryside, Bayly also 
identifies the connected participation of mercantile groups in the management of 
agriculture. The formation of small polities, imposition of cash revenue, spread of 
revenue farming, the proliferation of fixed rural markets (ganjs), and the rise of a luxury 
trade catering to rural gentry facilitated the consolidation of mercantile capital deep 
inside rural society.41 It was the small merchants and moneylenders, those with a firm 
footing in the countryside, who then coalesced into corporate bodies. While Bayly does 
not suggest that these merchant associations played a “direct political role or that the 
indigenous state was undergoing fundamental change during the century,” he does argue 
that merchants began to act as a check upon kingly authority.42 Merchant corporations, 
consisting of many different mercantile castes, achieved an unprecedented level of 
autonomy and cohesion, achieving as a result “virtual self-government.” 
 While many scholars before and after Bayly have noted the growing social and 
economic roles of merchants in early modern South Asia, his research pointed also to a 
new phenomenon, the rise of merchants as a trans-caste unified community and their 
ability to form corporate bodies through which they could collectively act as a political 
force. Bayly’s work is particularly relevant for my own findings since it demonstrates the 
consolidation of men of trade and money into the rudiments of a “unified Indian trading 
class.” These conclusions suggest that the remarkable power that mercantile groups 
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exercised upon the Rathor state was not an isolated phenomenon but rather was one of a 
piece with contemporary transitions elsewhere in South Asia. 
 Other, more recent research has also highlighted the historical experiences of 
communities that between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries became associated with 
scribal, accounting, and other administrative tasks in the increasingly elaborate and 
paper-based bureaucracies that marked the states of the time.43 While kāyasths and 
brāhmaṇs who formed the karanams and munshīs of south and north India respectively 
have received significant historiographical attention, the historical effects of increasing 
mercantile participation in bureaucracy and revenue administration is an area that is in 
need of further scrutiny. 
 These studies of the mobility, social and spatial, of scribal and mercantile groups 
have enriched our knowledge of precolonial society. Pre-modern caste and its 
relationship with the state has been the subject of much scholarly debate. Scholars on 
both sides of the debate agree that fluidity characterized caste identity and hierarchy for 
the bulk of India’s past. What they disagree about is when and how it was that caste took 
on a rigid, brahmanized form. Nicholas Dirks argues that processes unleashed by colonial 
forms of government, classification, and knowledge gathering caused a detachment of 
caste hierarchy from kingship, establishing an identification of caste with brahmanical 
scriptural prescriptions.44 This idea of caste then became naturalized as forming the 
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timeless essence of South Asian civilization. In response, Susan Bayly has suggested that 
the shift to a more purity-centered, brahmanical caste occurred in the eighteenth century, 
prior to the establishment of Company rule, and was thus a decidedly pre-colonial 
process.45 More recently, Sumit Guha has suggested that both Dirks and Bayly remain 
unable to transcend a brahmanical frame in their studies of caste, lapsing back into ritual 
and purity-based conceptions of social order and in failing, in the ultimate analysis, to 
extricate caste from brahmanism.46 Guha appears to accept, then, the Dirksian critique of 
what had until then been unchallenged assumptions about the history of caste but faults 
Dirks for not developing his paradigm to its fullest possibilities. Guha develops instead a 
history of caste from the earliest times to the present as a social and political institution, 
demonstrates its origins, vitality, and growth largely in relation to state power and 
economic changes.47  
 Building on these interventions in the history of social identity and hierarchy in 
South Asia, I explore how the new historical forces unleashed by early modernity 
reshaped caste in early modern South Asia. John F. Richards identifies the shared 
experience, across the globe, from the late fifteenth to the early nineteenth centuries, of 
unprecedented global integration, the rise of a world economy, rapid demographic 
growth, the expansion and intensification of land use, and the diffusion of new 
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technologies such as print and gunpowder.48 Sanjay Subrahmanyam too suggests the 
coeval and more importantly, interconnected unfolding of historical phenomena in these 
centuries. These were i) increased curiosity about the world and a resultant geographic 
redefinition; ii) heightened conflict between settled agrarian and nomadic, pastoral 
communities; iii) unprecedented travel, migration, and movement of people, ideas, and 
things; iv) a greatly increased volume of trade; v) the articulation of a ‘political theology’ 
of universal empire through a reworking of older norms; and vi) the emergence of new 
artistic and literary forms in response to these changed circumstances.49 Broadly, it is 
these historical phenomena that I have in mind as I explore in this dissertation the effects 
of global processes on local social formations. 
Method and Plan of the Work 
This dissertation is based on archival research into the Jodhpur Sanad Parwana 
Bahis, which are annual compilations of dispatches from Jodhpur, the capital of the 
Rathor rulers’ principality in Marwar, to its provincial headquarters. These Old Marwari-
language records, in nāgarī script, compile commands issued by the Maharaja’s office to 
the kingdom’s administrative (kachaiḍī) and fiscal (chauntrā) headquarters in its 
provinces. These could be royal decrees as well as responses to subjects’ petitions (araj) 
or to news reports from the kingdom’s surveillance networks (manned by spies bearing 
the title of uvākā naves and itlāk naves). The Rathor state began to compile these Bahis 
(literally, “registers”) from 1764 CE, with each volume containing transcriptions of up to 
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a year’s worth of orders and usually running into hundreds of folios. My research for this 
dissertation included an examination of over seventy volumes of these registers, that is, 
until the year 1820 CE. These records, continuing into the nineteenth century (albeit in a 
changed form) are a rich source of information on a vast array of questions but also on 
the lives and lifeworlds of ordinary subjects, chronicling the concerns and experiences 
not just of literate elites but also those of peasants, artisans, and ‘low’-caste service 
groups.50 Offering a glimpse of the micro-politics unfolding in the towns and villages of 
an early modern kingdom, these records make possible precisely the enquiry of 
transformations of social identity that this dissertation sets out to do. Further, the 
comprehensive nature of the records, spanning thousands of localized disputes in the 
towns and villages of Marwar over many decades permits an exhaustive analysis of a 
whole region that is at the same time not lacking in detail. 
Of the few studies based on these records, Nandita Sahai’s is the most 
comprehensive and textured.51 Writing a nuanced history of the until-then 
overwhelmingly neglected political role of artisanal communities in early modern South 
Asia, Sahai argues that artisans in eighteenth-century Marwar were far from the passive 
objects that a combination of historiographical silence and untested claims about either a 
harmonious compact or extreme oppression upholds.52 Instead, she suggests that artisans 
could leverage the arid, labor-scarce economy of Marwar, using resources such as 
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custom, a moral economy, and everyday, generalized forms of protest, in defense of their 
rights and privileges. While Sahai succeeds in showing artisanal participation in defense 
of their claims and the cultural world from which they drew their political vocabulary and 
weapons, her work shows that in the last decades of the eighteenth century, buckling 
under the extreme fiscal pressure that Maratha demands for tribute and military expenses, 
the Rathor state began to dilute the customary protections that artisans had until then 
enjoyed.53 Sahai has sought to read in this archive traces of a ‘subaltern’ consciousness, 
examining artisanal political participation in eighteenth-century Marwar. My engagement 
with this archive has been towards a different end; I have studied these archives to trace 
an early modern history of caste and religious identities. 
By using a regional archive that is only beginning to receive sustained scholarly 
attention, I depart from the overwhelming reliance on Persian-language material and the 
resultant Mughal-centric perspective that has shaped early modern South Asian history. 
In addition, I engage with the localized and everyday struggles of non-elite subjects, 
presenting a different perspective of the early modern past than that accessible through 
the more typical reliance on literary sources. As a result, I offer a historically grounded 
evaluation of the local effects of such large-scale phenomena as early modern global 
integration and the decline of the Mughal Empire, and thereby move away from a focus 
on ports and capital cities that presently dominate the study of early modern South Asia.  
The dissertation consists of five chapters, an introduction, and a conclusion. The 
first chapter presents a history of developments in politics, religious practice, and 
economic life in early modern Marwar, placing them in the context of wider 
                                                       




developments in South Asia. Drawing upon existing scholarly work on the region, the 
chapter begins by tracing the history of Rathor rule and administration in Marwar, noting 
the changes introduced in these arenas by Marwar’s incorporation in the Mughal Empire 
in the sixteenth century. Then, the chapter offers a history of the relationship between 
merchants and the state in early modern Marwar. The next section of this chapter 
discusses Krishna devotionalism (bhakti), a subset of Vaishnavism (Vishnu-worship), in 
Marwar and in South Asia more generally. From around the mid-sixteenth century, this 
mode of religious practice attracted a large section of north India’s populace. In Marwar, 
the region’s elites, such as brāhmaṇs (priests), rājpūts (landholding warrior lineages), and 
mahājans (merchants and moneylenders) joined its fold, as did peasants, artisans, and 
‘low’-caste service groups. I trace the history of the relationship between Krishnaite sects 
and the Mughal state, before turning to the changes that the late-seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries wrought upon Krishnaite sects. The next section of this chapter maps 
out the early modern rise of the Marwari merchant community to a position of pre-
eminence not just in the region’s economy but also in that of the rest of the Indian sub-
continent. The eighteenth century disintegration of the Mughal Empire brought greater 
consolidation of commercial and monetary power in Marwari merchants’ hands as they 
took on the role of creditor to the many armies that were embroiled in the resultant 
warfare. 
 The subsequent chapters are based on a close reading of the decrees, petitions, 
and commands compiled in the Jodhpur Sanad Parwana Bahis. The second chapter, 
“Hindu, Musalmān, and Achhep: Orthopraxy and Statecraft” shows that, in the eighteenth 




push artisanal and service castes to the margins of sectarian life as well as to separate 
water resources, introduce residential segregation, and initiate policies of economic 
discrimination. In all this, I demonstrate that they posited their self-proclaimed ‘Hindu’ 
identity against an ‘untouchable’ (“achhep”) domain that also explicitly included 
Muslims (“musalmān” or “turak”), a perspective the crown upheld. This does not align 
with the currently influential view that attributes the construction of a self-conscious 
Hindu community to colonial governance and epistemological regimes. To the contrary, 
the second chapter of my dissertation demonstrates how a self-consciously Hindu 
community coalesced in early modern Marwar, arguing, however, that it did so in 
opposition to the broadly configured category of the ‘untouchable’ rather than to the 
‘Muslim’ alone. By extension, I argue that Hindu-ness in early modern times was an 
expression of social status. This complicates the projection of the modern category of 
‘religion’ upon the early modern past, a tendency to which historians in search of pre-
modern religious identities and conflict in South Asia have often succumbed. 
In the third chapter, “Towards a Vegetarian Body Politic: Enforced Vegetarianism 
and the Construction of the Ethical Subject,” I argue that, along with creating social 
distance, the eighteenth century Jodhpur state’s policies marked the bodies of ‘low’ caste 
and Muslim subjects as inherently different from elite, ‘Hindu’ bodies. It shows that, 
bolstered by Vaishnav prescriptions, the Marwar crown banned the killing of animals, 
deploying its surveillance machinery to gather reports of the crime. This created an 
atmosphere of mistrust and suspicion in the kingdom, with neighbors and acquaintances 
turning on each other. The chapter then goes on to argue that the idealization of non-




criminalize those sections of the population that were troublesome to the kingdom’s elite. 
The crown saw Muslims and ‘untouchable’ thoris and bavris (landless groups that got by 
as village servants and petty thieves) as being so inherently given to violence and meat-
eating that they had to be preemptively prevented from owning animals and, in some 
cases, even be banished from the kingdom. At the same time, the chapter shows, 
merchants and other ‘high’ castes ensured acquiescence to the new vegetarian ethic 
within their own communities, punishing errant members with excommunication. 
In this polarized setting, diet became the battleground for the re-shaping of caste 
identity, social rank, and religious affiliation, reinforcing the relationship between high 
status, Hindu identity, and vegetarianism. Concurrently, this effort modified the idea of 
ritual purity itself, with meat-eating and animal slaughter being added to earlier notions 
of defilement. This aspect of my project historicizes how adherence to vegetarianism and 
non-violence became a marker of social rank, entering uncharted historiographical 
terrain. My project offers the political history of an ethical idea – non-violence – that M. 
K. Gandhi, who was born into a merchant family in western India, later transformed into 
the pre-eminent mode of political protest in modern South Asia. 
The penultimate chapter demonstrates that the crystallization of a Hindu 
community around social status was also built upon greater moral policing. The first 
section of the chapter discusses prosecution of brāhmaṇ and merchant groups for the 
‘crimes’ of drinking and gambling. It then examines legal attitudes towards two types of 
non-marital sexual relationships that were commonplace in Marwar. The first, ghar meṁ 
ghālnā (cohabitation), generally involved a man and woman of the same caste group and 




Lagvāḍ (loosely, “affair”), on the other hand, generally meant illicit sexual relationships 
and met with social disapproval and state-sanctioned punishment in the form of fines. 
After this discussion of sex outside of wedlock, the second section of the chapter 
describes and analyzes the eighteenth-century Marwari state’s criminalization and 
punishment of abortion. The state regularly imposed steep fines or banishment on those 
convicted of the crime and, as in the effort to eradicate animal slaughter, the crown 
leaned on its surveillance networks for reports of it. The chapter suggests that the state 
applied different standards of moral policing upon members of the mercantile and priestly 
communities than on its more ‘ordinary’ subjects, with elite women’s bodies becoming 
synecdoches of their respective caste group’s prestige. 
The final chapter demonstrates that, in matters pertaining to taxation, economic 
relationships, dues, obligations, perquisites, and other determinants and markers of social 
rank, appeals to the crown as well as the crown’s explanations of its decisions rested 
heavily on the authority of custom. The peculiar quality of custom, its putative 
changelessness but real mutability, produced a dynamic polity in which kingly legitimacy 
was based on a claim to the defense of past practice. The chapter begins with a discussion 
of the relationship between taxation and social status and of local forms of agrestic 
servitude (vasīpaṇā and hālīpaṇā). It then examines disputes that arose around the 
extraction of corvée (begār) and the maintenance of the web of rights and perquisites that 
cemented patron-client relations (virat). The chapter ends with a study of contestations 
between local caste groups over social rank that played out around status symbols such as 
grooms’ right to ride a horse in wedding processions, women’s right to wear veils, and 




shifts discussed in the preceding chapters, the dissertation argues that the merchant-led 
effort to forge a new Hindu community was a significant departure from the more general 
practice of deferring to, and establishing legitimacy based upon, past practice. Further, 
this chapter’s close reading of everyday political life and localized legal disputes reveals 
that the unabashed setting of new precedents, justified with reference to ethics and 
dharma, the hold of locally-variable and ever-changing custom began to give way to a 

































The Many Lords of Marwar: 
Kings, Merchants, and Krishna-Devotion until the Eighteenth Century 
 
“I had nearly given [up] the kingdom of Dehlī for a millet seed,” remarked Sultan 
Sher Shah Suri after his hard-won victory in 1543 over Rathor forces for the control of 
Marwar.54 Its vast territory adding up to a mere grain of millet in the eyes of a sixteenth-
century emperor, to twenty-first century Indians, the name “Marwar” conjures two 
images: of the desert and of merchants. The pages that follow dwell on the role of 
merchants as agents of historical change in early modern Marwar. Yet, in order to get a 
sense of the milieu in which this change unfolded, a discussion of the desert and the 
ecological setting more broadly is also in order. While a popular and persistent 
etymology translates “Marwar” to the “Land of Death,” a more scholarly perspective 
takes it to mean “the land that is protected by (“-vāḍ”) the desert (“maru”).”55 Eventually, 
the term was used to designate the extent of the territories of the Rathor dynasty that 
ruled the region from their capital in Jodhpur. Contrary to popular associations, these 
territories included not just desert tracts of the Thar in the west but also some fertile 
agricultural lands in the east and the forested slopes of the Aravalli range in its south-
east.56  
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Through the medieval and early modern history of Marwar, the mountains offered 
an important political resource to displaced rulers seeking to rebuild their resources.57 
Since at least the seventh century CE, command over mountain fastnesses permitted 
communities such as the Mers and Minas that dwelt in them to resist and negotiate with 
kings and administrators based in Jodhpur and other centers of settled production.58 The 
eastern edge of the region touched upon a plateau, known locally as Uparmal, which was 
the site of numerous centers of religious pilgrimage such as Pushkar and Ajmer. 
Command over Ajmer, sitting at a strategic point on the plateau, allowed oversight upon 
all the major kingdoms of the wider region and this was among the reasons why 
successive empires -- the Delhi Sultanate, the Mughals, and the Marathas – sought to 
hold on to it in order to control the entire region that is today Rajasthan. The plateau also 
permitted easy transit and for this reason, an arterial trade route connecting Delhi and 
Agra to coastal Gujarat ran through the region, passing through the town of Ajmer. As a 
center of trade, Ajmer could yield much revenue in the form of taxes and tolls and this 
was an added reason for why the town was much sought after by both the rulers of 
Marwar and successive empires based outside the region.59 
Only one perennial river, the Luni, runs through Marwar. For this reason, the 
region had to depend largely on rain and groundwater for its water supply and vast tracts 
of Marwar could only support one crop a year. There were many years of insufficient rain 
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and for Marwar, drought years brought on famine with great regularity. Except in the 
mountains, the summers were exceedingly hot in the region, and one sixteenth-century 
commentator described the heat thus: “…[I]t was so extremely hot, being during the forty 
midsummer days, that the very brain boiled in the cranium…”60  
An early nineteenth-century chronicle of Rathor history holds that it was the 
brāhmaṇs of Pali who invited a wandering prince, Siha, to Marwar many centuries ago.61 
Siha’s patrimony was over 400 miles to the east of Pali, in Kannauj in modern-day Uttar 
Pradesh, and yet news of his martial abilities had spread all the way to Marwar. In 
particular, it was his feat of driving away the rapacious king of Multan at the appeal of 
the brāhmaṇs of the Marwari town of Bhinmal (known in ancient times as Shrimal) that 
had earned him this fame. The brāhmaṇs of Pali were merchants and had acquired much 
wealth through trade.62 Growing tired of the plundering raids of a local war band, a 
brāhmaṇ from Pali is said to have laid a sum of one lakh (or a hundred thousand) rupees 
before Siha, asking Siha to protect Pali in exchange. Siha agreed, relieving the brāhmaṇs 
of Pali of the menace of the local war band. Siha then stayed on in Pali, founding a 
lineage of rulers that took on the title Rathor and that went on to bring all of Marwar 
under its sway by the sixteenth century.63  
The foundation myth of the Rathor kingdom, at least as it was current in the early 
nineteenth century, then rested on the idea of a compact between the Rathor clan on the 
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one hand and brāhmaṇs and merchants on the other, with the legitimacy of Rathor ruler 
and their demand for a share of their subjects’ wealth depending on their commitment to 
protect merchants and brāhmaṇs from bands of marauding raiders. 
The historical Siha died in the thirteenth century near Pali, succeeded by his son, 
Asthan. Siha and his immediate successors had struck root into a region that was dotted 
with small principalities frequently at war with one another, competing for territory and 
other resources. The region was broken into kingdoms ruled by other warrior lineages 
such as the Chauhans, Guhilas, Panwars, Solankis, Parmars, and Deoras. All of these, 
including the Rathors, claimed the status of “rājpūt.” 
The process of the emergence of the rājpūt status group began in the eighth 
century, triggered by an expansion in Marwar and elsewhere in South Asia of the 
agrarian economy due to the cultivation of new lands.64 It was this process, accompanied 
by the growth of urban centers, that undergirded the crystallization of an enduring new 
social identity in South Asia, the rājpūt. The term rājpūt gained currency during these 
centuries and designated a class of landholding chiefs.65 These chiefs acquired territory 
that had earlier been controlled by groups such as the Mers, Minas, and Bhils, 
communities that in the modern period came to be designated ‘tribes.’ The category of 
rājpūt, in these centuries was fluid, and open enough to accommodate new claimants to 
warrior status whether of indigenous origin or migrants from Central Asia.66 It was 
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political eminence achieved through the conquest of territory that bolstered claims to 
rājpūt status. The emergence of rājpūt status was fostered by the accompanying 
proliferation of fortresses, the reorganization of local units of political control, and the 
emergence of kinship networks through marriage between clans. Affinal bonds played a 
central role in cementing rājpūt clans to each other and in marking inclusion or exclusion 
from rājpūt status.67 By the twelfth century, the term ‘rājpūt’ was no longer just a 
political status that could be claimed by any landholding chief. Rather, it had acquired an 
element of heredity.68 From roughly the twelfth century onwards, this resulted in the 
proliferation of many clans and sub-clans, reflecting not just the segmentation of existing 
lineages but also the incorporation of local elements through marriage into rājpūt status.69  
Despite the growing emphasis on heredity by the twelfth century, rājpūt status, 
like other warrior identities that enjoyed currency at the time, suggests DHA Kolff, was 
far from a closed status group.70 From the thirteenth through the mid-sixteenth century, 
the line between peasant or ‘tribal’ on the one hand and rājpūt on the other was a blurred 
one. Peasants and artisans of a variety of occupational backgrounds joined warbands in 
pre-Mughal and Mughal north India to diversify their household income. While in 
service, whether seasonal or spanning a few years, their contemporaries ascribed to them 
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the warrior identity that their employer claimed which quite often was rājpūt (but could 
also be Afghan, for instance).71 For the peasantry, the adoption of rājpūt identity was not 
a unilinear process of upward mobility but rather was the donning of one among multiple 
possible roles that a peasant-soldier could move back and forth between within a lifetime 
in pre-Mughal north India. In the pre-Mughal period, rājpūts grew to be in demand for 
their association with military skill.72  
It was in this milieu that Siha and his sons operated in the thirteenth century. 
Competing with rival rājpūt lineages, Rathor Asthan and his descendants fought to 
expand their territories, acquiring Khed, Bhadrajun, Kodna, and Mallani. From the 
fourteenth century, beginning with the incursions of Alauddin Khalji into Rajasthan, the 
Rathors also had to contend with Delhi-based empires to retain and expand their 
territorial sway, in addition to challenges that they constantly faced from local potentates. 
Rāo73 Chunda (r. 1383-1423) expanded Rathor territories to include a greater portion of 
Marwar but Siwana, Sanchor, Jalor and Mandor territories passed into the hands of the 
Khaljis. Subsequent Rathor rulers were able to continue expanding their territories, and 
Raos Kana (r. 1419), Satta (1419-28), and Rinmal (1428-38) pushed back into the regions 
that had earlier passed to the Delhi Sultanate. Rinmal’s successor, Jodha (r. c.  1453-89), 
lost all of the territories his father had controlled to the ruler of the neighboring kingdom 
of Mewar but within a few years, recaptured them. In May 1459, he laid the foundations 
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of a new fort and city, six miles to the south of Mandor that had until then been the 
Rathor capital, and named it Jodhpur after himself.74 By the time of Jodha’s death in 
1487, the Rathor domain was larger than it had ever been. 
 As the Rathor kingdom expanded, each of its successive kings adhered to the 
principle of bhāībānṭ (literally, “brothers’ share”), that is, they recognized the hereditary 
claims over parcels of Rathor territory of other lineal descendants of Rāo Siha, the 
founder of the Rathor kingdom in Marwar.75 All the descendants of Siha, including the 
king, were seen as constituting a bhāībandh (fraternity; literally, “brother-bound”76). As 
they conquered new lands, the early Rathor kings of Marwar divided them up between 
their own sons and brothers, following the logic of bhāībānṭ and in recognition of the 
significant role their kin played in the acquisition of territory and the maintenance of 
Rathor dominance. Members of the ruling clan could branch out and conquer new 
territories to annex to their own domain. In this arrangement, the king had the status of 
first among equals and if kingly authority weakened, there was much potential for the 
kingdom to disintegrate. The recognition of bhāībānṭ left room for the many chiefs of the 
ruling lineage to challenge the king’s authority and assert total independence.77  
After Rāo Jodha’s death, centripetal tendencies within the kingdom began to re-
assert themselves and his successors had to wage many a battle with members of their 
own clan and with other local rājpūt chiefs to try to hold the kingdom together. In 
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addition to confirming the rights of their own clansmen over territory, Rathor rulers also 
recognized the claims of many of the clans whose territories they annexed. As long as 
members of these defeated clans, such as the Parihars, the Solankīs, the Bhāṭīs, 
acknowledged Rathor suzerainty, paid an annual due to Jodhpur, and supported the 
Rathors with troops in times of war, the Rathors allowed them to administer and tax their 
lands as they pleased. Such chiefs were known as bhomīās.78 This recognition of the 
rights and privileges of fellow clansmen and of bhomīās over their hereditary lands 
strengthened the tendency towards decentralization in the first few centuries of Rathor 
rule. Rāo Jodha’s successors, Satal (r. 1489-92), Suja (r. 1492-1515), and Ganga (r. 1515-
32) continued to govern within the framework of bhāībānṭ but, unable to assert central 
authority as effectively as Jodha had, were forced to contend with rebellious chiefs of 
their own, Rathor, clan as well of other rājpūt lineages.79  
When Ganga’s successor Maldev came to the throne in 1532, the kingdom was in 
disarray, with Jodhpur’s hold over its constituent chiefs being nominal at best. G. D. 
Sharma shows that Maldev’s reign (r. 1532-62) marked a turning point in Rathor political 
history, for this king combined a capable re-assertion of central authority with a 
modification of the principle of bhāībānṭ that gave an upper hand to the king. He 
redefined the relationship between himself, as king, and other Rathor clansmen as being 
bhāībandh-chākar (or “fraternal servant”), emphasizing the principle of hierarchy to 
counteract the parity between brothers that had until then defined the relationship among 
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Rathor chiefs and the king.80 Maldev enforced the principle upon the rebellious Rathors 
in his domain, recapturing lost territory and annexing new regions. Maldev also began the 
practice of making grants of land (paṭṭā) to warrior chiefs in exchange for their service to 
him. In doing so, he introduced a new principle, that is, that the chiefs held their rights in 
land and their status at the king’s goodwill and if that if the king pleased, he could 
dispossess them of their claims at any point.81 Maldev introduced and enforced a 
subordinate status upon all his clansmen not just in practice but, more significantly, in 
principle.82 Maldev instituted the office of dīvān, inspired by the administrative 
arrangements in the Delhi Sultanate, and appointed a non-rājpūt, Naitsi, to it. In 
Maldev’s reign, the office was limited to managing military affairs.83 
Maldev’s centralizing efforts ran up against the rise of a new force in Delhi. In 
1543, Sher Shah Suri, the ruler of an expanding empire spanning north India, marched 
upon Marwar and defeated Maldev in the Battle of Samel. For a few years, Maldev lost 
large portions of his empire to Delhi but Sher Shah’s death in 1545 allowed him to regain 
some of it. After Maldev’s death, Marwar experienced a few decades of instability. His 
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successors were unable to subdue rival claimants to the throne and the fissiparous actions 
of Rathor and other landed chiefs.  
Taking advantage of the fissures in the Rathor polity, the Mughal Emperor Akbar, 
based in Agra, marched upon Marwar in 1559, conquering the provinces of Jaitaran and 
Merta with ease. Akbar then sided with a rival claimant to the throne at Jodhpur and, on 
the pretext of placing him on the throne, seized Jodhpur fort in 1565. Keeping the 
Jodhpur, Merta, and Nagaur regions under direct imperial administration (khālisā), Akbar 
expanded Mughal control over Marwar in the following few years. The Rathor nobility, 
including all of Maldev’s sons, were forced to recognize Mughal suzerainty. The chiefs 
of Marwar too came to accept in these years that as things stood, it was the Mughal 
emperor in Delhi who could formalize not just their own claims but also the status of the 
ruler of Marwar.84  
A few decades after subduing the Rathors, Akbar granted the throne of Marwar to 
Maldev’s son, Udai Singh, in 1583. This act, and the new balance of power between 
Marwar and Delhi, made it abundantly clear that the Rathor chiefs could no longer act 
alone in determining Rathor succession.85 Between 1565 and 1582, many Rathor nobles 
entered Mughal service and received jāgīrs (land revenue assignments) in Marwar in 
                                                       
84 Sharma 1977, 16. 
 
85 Ibid., 17. The role of the Mughal state as a counterweight to Rathor nobles in Marwar politics 
was witnessed at a later stage as well. After Maharaja Gaj Singh’s death in 1638, his minor son, 
Jasvant Singh, was able to supersede his elder brother’s claim to the throne and to win the support 
of the Rathor nobility due to the Mughal Emperor’s support for him (Sharma, 1977: 46). Later, 
when the sons of Emperor Shahjahan were at war over the Mughal throne, Jasvant Singh sided 
with Shahjahan and Dara Shikoh. As Aurangzeb emerged as the strongest contender, he bore 
down on Jasvant Singh, dispossessing him briefly of his rule over Marwar. Finding himself 
isolated and in no position, even if he joined forces with Dara, to defeat Aurangzeb, Jasvant 





exchange.86 In the process of Marwar’s incorporation into the Mughal Empire, 
formalized through the recognition of Udai Singh as the ruler of Marwar and an imperial 
mansabdār (military rankholder) in 1583, the Rathor polity underwent a further change. 
Rathor chiefs, held together until then by the principle of bhāībandh, for the first time 
accepted the suzerainty of a ruler who did not belong to their clan.87 In addition, by 
creating a new class of allies – the warrior chiefs of Marwar – whose claims depended on 
its recognition, the Mughal state reduced the Rathor ruler’s authority within his own 
domain.88  
Akbar incorporated Udai Singh (r. 1583-95) as a mansabdār, allotting him 
revenue assignments yielding an income that corresponded with his military rank. Akbar 
recognized his hereditary rights over swaths of the territories that his ancestors had earlier 
held and bestowed similar recognitions upon the subordinate landholders of the Rathor 
kingdom as well. He allowed the Rathor kings, as he did with other rājpūt kings of the 
region, to hold large parts of Marwar as a watan jāgīr. A watan jāgīr was not subject to 
regular transfers, was hereditary, and its holder could organize its internal fiscal, civil, 
and judicial administration as he pleased.89 In return, the Rathors, as Mughal mansabdārs 
and like other rājpūt rulers who had been incorporated into the Mughal state structure, 
had to render military and administrative service in far-flung parts of the Mughal empire, 
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maintaining a body of troops and horses as dictated by their rank.90 Udai Singh married a 
daughter of his to Akbar’s son, Prince Salim, cementing the alliance between the Rathors 
and the Mughals. In rājpūt culture, ties of marriage (sagāī) established a mutual 
obligation of aid and a bond of identification between the two clans that it brought 
together. Marital ties between rājpūt kings and Mughal emperors for this reason helped 
create a moral imperative upon rājpūts (and their followers) to serve the Mughals 
loyally.91 
This arrangement continued through the reigns of Udai Singh’s successors Sur 
Singh (r. 1595-1619), Gaj Singh (r. 1619-1638), and Jasvant Singh (r. 1638-1678). For 
Rathor rulers it meant long periods of absence from Marwar, forcing them to leave their 
kingdom’s administration in the hands of trusted ministers. The Rathor rulers of Marwar 
rose up the ranks of Mughal nobility, reaching its highest echelons. Jasvant Singh, in 
particular, rose rapidly up the ranks of the Mughal nobility, bringing Marwar to a position 
of great prominence among the rājpūt kingdoms. 
The introduction of greater rigidity and hierarchy between rājpūt clans from the 
sixteenth century onwards extended to rājpūt status itself. From the mid-sixteenth century 
onwards, the highest tier of rājpūts, those that had leveraged their territorial and military 
clout to gain incorporation at a high rank into the Mughal Empire, closed ranks. They 
began to articulate new norms of rājpūt behavior, relying on bards to legitimize their hold 
over rājpūt status through emphasis on descent and kinship alone. Affiliation with the 
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Mughal state elevated these rājpūt clans of Rajasthan to a position of preeminence, 
overshadowing the older way of being rājpūt that they had partaken of and which 
continued to persist in the rest of the Gangetic Plains until the nineteenth century.92 
Alliances through marriage, earlier forged within the status group, were now formed with 
the Mughal Emperor. This introduced an element of hierarchy into the formation of 
marriage alliances, contributing to the move towards greater ridigity in rājpūt status in 
Rajasthan.93 
Marwar Under the Mughals 
 The process of incorporation into the Mughal Empire unleashed a number of 
changes not only upon the relationship between the ruler and the nobility in Marwar, as 
discussed above, but also upon myriad aspects of the administration. In the decades that 
Jodhpur, Merta, and Nagaur regions were under direct Mughal administration, Akbar 
carved them into three parganās, or provinces, in keeping with the administrative norms 
that governed the rest of his empire. He subdivided the parganās into smaller units called 
ṭappās. In the case of parganā Merta, the process of demarcation entailed a measurement 
of its total area and of its cultivable lands in 1573. In the same year, Mughal 
administrators created new revenue offices, of the karorī (revenue collector) and the 
qānungo (record keeper), in Merta, attempting to bring the province’s fiscal 
administration in line with the rest of the empire. Once the Rathors resumed rule over 
Marwar, they continued attempts to reform the administration of their territories in 
emulation of Mughal forms. Udai Singh’s successor, Sur Singh (r. 1595-1619) appointed 
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Bhāṭī Govind Das, who had served at the imperial court in Agra, as his prime minister 
(pradhān). Sur Singh reorganized Rathor administration, creating in Marwar many new 
posts inspired by the Mughal state, such as dīvān (modified from its functions as 
visualized earlier by Maldev; now a minister in charge of fiscal, administrative, and 
political affairs), hākim (head of a province), potdār (treasurer), wāqīā navis (news 
writer), khānsāmā (in charge of the royal household and kitchen), and bakhshī (head of 
the military).94  
These administrative changes did not completely supplant existing administrative 
structures in Marwar. Sur Singh and his successors retained such pre-Mughal 
governmental posts as pradhān (advisor to the sovereign and a leading military 
commander), rājgurū (royal priest), ḍyoḍhīdār (palace guard), and kilādār (fort keeper). 
Though these posts existed prior to Marwar’s inclusion in the Mughal Empire, they were 
significantly transformed and given concrete shape in the context of the changes triggered 
by Mughal rule.95 Leading Rathor nobles were explicitly recognized as subordinate to the 
king: servants of the court with defined privileges (kurab), remuneration (whether as a 
land grant or in cash), and duties.96 The Rathor ruler in Jodhpur adopted some of the 
courtly ritual of the Mughals, bestowing siropao (robes of honor) upon courtiers. 
 The changed political configuration allowed the Rathor rulers in Jodhpur to build 
upon the modifications in the relationship between the king and his nobles that Maldev 
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had tried but failed to execute in the early sixteenth century.97 In the decades after they 
accepted Mughal suzerainty, the Rathor king worked to redefine the nature of his 
clansmen’s holdings from those based on fraternity (bhāībānṭ) into revenue assignments 
(paṭṭās) handed out by the king to his subordinates in lieu of their service to him.98 
Rathor kings now made land grant assignments that were monetized to reflect the value 
of the land assigned, that is, with an estimate of its assessed revenue yield (rekh).99 It was 
not just Rathor clansmen but also non-Rathor chiefs as well as holders of high 
administrative posts such as pradhān and dīvān who received these assignments. Unlike 
in Mughal territories, however, successive Rathor kings did not undertake a systematic or 
regularized assessment of the yields of the kingdom and worked instead with rough 
estimates.100 
 Despite adhering in form, and sometimes in practice, to the idea of land revenue 
assignments that were held (and resumed) at the pleasure of the ruler, old landed lineages, 
whether Rathor or non-Rathor, continued to retain a hold over their ancestral lands 
(ṭhikānā), albeit at a reduced scale.101 While it remains unclear to what extent the 
administrative reforms, especially fiscal reforms, introduced under Udai Singh, Sur 
Singh, and Gaj Singh in the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries were effective 
or wide-ranging, the process of reorganizing the relationship between nobles and the king 
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appears to have taken on greater momentum in the reign of Jasvant Singh (r. 1638-
1678).102 That said, it is clear that administrative and fiscal reforms in emulation of 
Mughal forms were initiated in Marwar starting in the late-sixteenth century. Mughal 
overlordship provided leverage to Rathor (and other rājpūt) kings to alter the balance of 
power between themselves and their nobles in order to gain the upper hand. The ethic of 
service (chākarī) gained precedence over the egalitarian claims of brotherhood, both 
defining, if inherently contradictory, principles of rājpūt-ness.103 
 Integration into the Mughal Empire and the resultant change in the balance of 
power within Marwar between the king and his nobles permitted a degree of peace and 
stability and enabled administrative reorganization. The highest administrative posts in 
the empire were desh-dīvān and tan-dīvān, with the latter post created by Jasvant Singh 
to counterbalance the authority of the former.104 While the tan-dīvān was responsible for 
maintaining the kingdom’s accounts, the desh-dīvān (often abbreviated to “dīvān”) 
enjoyed responsibility over a wider array of matters, spanning political, fiscal, military, 
and advisory affairs. The desh-dīvān was the more powerful of the two, even exercising 
jurisdiction upon provincial administration.105 Abhai Singh abolished the post of tan 
dīvān in the 1720s.106  
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In the parganā (province), the hākim was the highest authority, in charge of its 
administration, be it military, civil, or financial. In each province, an amīn worked under 
the hākim to regulate the unit’s finances.107 The amīn was assisted by a qānungo, an 
officer who collected and maintained land revenue records and statistics on revenue 
receipts and practices.108 Kāmdārs and kaṇvārīyās were tax-collection agents on behalf of 
the state, earning their remuneration in the form of a cess over and above the state’s 
share.109 Working under the hākim but appointed directly by the ruler was the koṭvāl, an 
officer in charge of the defense of and maintenance of order in each of the major towns of 
a parganā.110 
Unraveling Ties 
After nearly a century of peace and stability resulting from acceptance of Mughal 
rule, Marwar was plunged into discord following the death of Mahārājā Jasvant Singh in 
1678. He appeared to have died without an heir, leaving open the possibility of Marwar 
being brought under direct Mughal administration. To avoid this, leading Rathor nobles 
revealed that two of the deceased king’s queens were pregnant. If either pregnancy 
produced a male heir, the Mughal Emperor at the time, Aurangzeb, was prepared to 
anoint him as the next ruler. In the months that followed, however, there emerged 
growing hostility between Aurangzeb and leading Rathor nobles. Suspecting them of 
rebellion, Aurangzeb moved to bring Jodhpur under direct imperial control. In 1679, 
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imperial forces occupied Jodhpur, reaching an agreement with Rathor chiefs to restore 
the capital to Jasvant Singh’s heir, if one was born. When one of the queens gave birth to 
a boy, Ajit Singh, a few months later, Aurangzeb reneged on his promise and recognized 
another member of the royal family, Indra Singh, as the ruler of Marwar instead.111 While 
Indra Singh managed to win many leading Rathor nobles over to his side, others 
remained committed to placing the infant Ajit Singh upon the throne of Marwar.  
Through these tumultuous years following his birth, his supporters kept Ajit Singh 
safely ensconced away from public view. The ruler of the neighboring kingdom of 
Udaipur stepped into the brewing conflict between Ajit Singh’s supporters and those of 
Aurangzeb’s proxy, Indra Singh. With Udaipur’s support, the chiefs supporting Ajit 
Singh initiated hostilities against the Mughal-run administration of Jodhpur in an attempt 
to place Ajit Singh upon the throne. In September 1679 Emperor Aurangzeb personally 
intervened in the conflict, re-establishing a firm grip on all of Marwar.  
After regaining control over Marwar, Aurangzeb removed Indra Singh from the 
throne of Jodhpur, appointing administrative and military officers who would facilitate 
the kingdom’s direct administration by the Mughals.112 He left the majority of land-
revenue grants undisturbed, seeking to rest his administration of Marwar on an alliance 
with existing local elites. Defeated, Udaipur withdrew its support for the Rathors backing 
Ajit Singh. Refusing to give up, the Rathors fighting under the banner of Ajit Singh 
resorted to acts of plunder and disruption in order to resist Mughal authority in Marwar. 
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In 1686, as their spirits began to flag, their leaders produced the boy Ajit Singh, whom 
they had until then kept in hiding, before them.  
The appearance of Ajit Singh reinvigorated the chiefs and they resumed efforts to 
weaken the Mughal hold on Marwar. This finally forced the Mughals to adopt a more 
conciliatory attitude towards Ajit Singh and his supporters. Aurangzeb assigned Ajit 
Singh a mansab, thereby incorporating him within the Mughal Empire, and allotted the 
pargana of Jalor in Marwar to him as his revenue assignment. In the decades that 
followed, the Rathors who had rallied behind Ajit Singh began to bicker among each 
other. Rivalries emerged, as did attempts to displace Ajit Singh. Ajit Singh succeeded in 
putting down attempts to dislodge him and when, in 1707, Aurangzeb died, he was well-
positioned to assert control over all of Marwar.  
After a resistance lasting thirty years, Ajit Singh captured Jodhpur in 1707, then 
evacuated it to please the Mughal Emperor Bahadur Shah, and in 1708, angered by the 
Emperor’s refusal to recognize him as the Maharaja of Marwar, recaptured Jodhpur in 
open defiance of the Mughals. In the years that followed, Ajit Singh brought most of the 
territory that had once been held by Jasvant Singh back under Jodhpur’s control and 
worked to organize the administration of Marwar. Ajit Singh’s actions after Aurangzeb’s 
death were open violations of Mughal commands and this caused much conflict between 
Jodhpur and Delhi until a new status quo emerged by 1717. Ajit Singh deployed a 
strategy consisting of a tactical assertion of his military might, timely declarations of his 
loyalty to the Mughal Emperor when threatened with disciplinary action, and alliances 




the Mughal court. Through these tactics, Ajit Singh succeeded in extracting Mughal 
recognition of his authority over Marwar.113  
In the decades that followed, Ajit Singh became particularly close to the Saiyid 
Brothers, leaders of a powerful faction of nobles in the Mughal court. Once the Saiyid 
Brothers gained the upper hand in Delhi, after the murder of Emperor Farukh Siyar, Ajit 
Singh succeeded in winning many a concession from the Mughal court.114 The strategy 
turned out to be shortsighted. When the Saiyid Brothers fell from power, they dragged 
Ajit Singh down with them. Not only was he isolated among the courtiers in Delhi but 
Ajit Singh was also forced to scale down the offices and lands he had amassed. In 1724, 
Ajit Singh’s own son, Bakht Singh, murdered him to hasten the accession of his other 
son, Abhai Singh, to the Jodhpur throne.115 Under Abhai Singh (r. 1724-1749), ties 
between the Mughal Empire and Marwar continued to fray. With Mughal authority 
waning and increasing Maratha military activity in the region, Abhai Singh became too 
mired in defending its own territory to render service to his Mughal overlords by holding 
military and administrative positions outside Marwar. From around 1740, the enfeebled 
Mughal state ceased to demand any service outside Marwar from the Rathor ruler.116 
From the 1740s, the Rathor kings of Marwar had to contend with rising expenses due to 
the need for constant military activity against invading Marathas. To meet these costs, 
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they imposed new cesses and higher demands upon their jāgīrdārs (land grant holders), a 
class made up largely of rājpūt chiefs.117 Land revenue assignments reverted to being 
hereditary, with the Rathor king abandoning efforts to impose a system of transferable 
assignments commensurate in their yield to the chief’s recognized salary.118 Abhai Singh 
also adopted the practice of revenue farming (ijārā) in Marwar, setting a precedent that 
his successors followed.119 
 In the first century under Mughal rule, then, the imposition of an outside force 
upon Marwar reordered the balance of power between the ruler of Marwar and the Rathor 
chiefs that constituted his kingdom. Mughal recognition and support allowed the rulers of 
Marwar between 1583 and 1678 to assert their authority over the warrior chiefs in their 
domain and to reshape the administration and institutions of kingship to reflect that. After 
1678, without the benefit of Mughal support and in the course of a thirty-year struggle to 
regain control of Marwar, the Rathor royal house once again found its position vis-à-vis 
other Rathor lineages weakened. The Chāmpāvat lineage, in particular, had emerged as 
the dominant clan among the Rathors of Marwar.120 Aurangzeb’s death allowed Ajit 
Singh to recapture Marwar for the royal lineage of Rathors. Ajit Singh’s reign, however, 
unfolded in a changed circumstance. There was no strong Mughal state for him to lean on 
to counter the landed chiefs in his domain. To cut them to size, Rathor kings from Ajit 
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Singh onwards began to assign greater and greater power to families of mahājan and 
brāhmaṇ administrators. 
Merchants and the State 
 From the early eighteenth century, men of the mahājan community began to play 
a leading role in the government of Marwar. The role of men of mercantile castes and of 
the brāhmaṇ community in government can be dated to at least the fifteenth century 
when a man of the Muhtā community joined Rao Chunda’s service.121 From this point on, 
men of a handful of communities of mercantile origin – Singhvī, Pancholi, Bhanḍārī, and 
Mumhatā – held some of the highest posts in the administration of Marwar. While 
historians have attributed this to the ability of members of the mercantile and brāhmaṇ 
communities to deal skillfully with letters and accounts, another significant reason for 
their prominence may well have been the Rathor rulers’ efforts to diversify the ranks of 
the ruling elite beyond Rathor and other rājpūt clans. Merchant and brāhmaṇ 
communities could not claim customary command of land or military power. They had 
little bases of independent power, at least in the initial few centuries of their involvement 
in administration, and could quickly be cut to size by unhappy kings if the need arose. 
Merchant and brāhmaṇ administrators, even as they rose to the status of nobles, could not 
draw on the political resource of kinship with the kings nor claim the rights and 
perquisites that shared bloodlines with the kings could entitle them to in the early modern 
Rathor polity.  
                                                       





The growing concentration of governmental authority in the hands of merchants 
and brāhmaṇs was a process that began in the sixteenth century but it was eighteenth-
century conditions that gave it greater momentum. In particular, from the reign of Ajit 
Singh onwards, the weakened imperial center in Delhi could no longer prop up the king’s 
authority in relation to his nobles. Since the landed chiefs, especially the Chāmpāvat 
lineage of the Rathor clan, had amassed much political power in Marwar, Ajit Singh and 
his successors chose to appoint members of non-rājpūt communities – mahājans and 
brāhmaṇs – to all the significant posts in the government, whether in Jodhpur or the 
provinces.  
After seizing Jodhpur in 1707, Maharaja Ajit Singh counterbalanced the 
disproportionate influence of the Chāmpāvat clan of Rathors over Marwari politics by 
appointing members of the Bhanḍārī community to the highest positions in his 
government. He granted the offices of tan dīvān, desh dīvān, and hākim of Jodhpur to 
Bhanḍārīs Maidas, Khivsi, and Raghunath, respectively. Of these, Bhanḍārī Khivsi in 
particular went on to hold many a high position in Rathor administration, being promoted 
to pradhān (prime minister) in 1715.122  Most of the hākims that Ajit Singh appointed 
were Bhandārīs.123 By the end of Ajit Singh’s reign, not just Rathor chiefs but other 
rājpūt clans too found their roles in the administration of Marwar greatly diminished.124 
Ajit Singh also worked to erode their power by attempting to re-impose the system of 
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fixed and transferable revenue assignments (paṭṭās), granted and withdrawn at the king’s 
pleasure, that Jasvant Singh had introduced.125  
While reordering political life and government in his domain, Ajit Singh 
maneuvered rājpūt chiefs away from positions of power in the government, handing them 
over instead to the Bhanḍārīs and a few Pancholīs.126 This political shift fomented much 
resentment among the displaced rājpūt chiefs. The alleged role of the government officer, 
Bhanḍārī Raghunath, in the patricide of Ajit Singh, caused the rājpūt sardars’ resentment 
to spill over. They rose up in rebellion against the new maharaja, Abhai Singh, but were 
beaten back when the rulers of Udaipur and Jaipur threw their weight behind the armies 
of Jodhpur in 1724.127 In recognition of the underlying cause of their grievances, Ajit 
Singh replaced his Bhanḍārī pradhān with a Rathor chief. Yet, as he appointed the rest of 
his key officers, he allowed the key posts of dīvān, bakhshī, khānsāmā, and the hākimīs 
of Jodhpur and Merta to remain in the hands of Bhanḍārīs, Pancholīs and brāhmaṇs.  
In the reign of Ajit Singh’s successor, Abhai Singh, key offices in Rathor 
government circulated between Bhanḍārīs, Pancholīs, and Muhtās.128 In spite of all the 
shuffling between the three groups, rājpūt chiefs were unable to make their way back into 
the highest offices of central and provincial government. In the mid-eighteenth century, 
Maharaja Vijai Singh decided to establish a standing army of his own to diminish his 
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reliance upon the rājpūt chiefs for troops and this step further eroded the place of the old 
gentry in Marwar politics.129 
 From the reign of Jasvant Singh, appointees to the position of tan dīvān and desh 
dīvān were expected to pay a tribute (peshkash) to the king in return for the office. By the 
early eighteenth century, this sum was as high as a few thousand rupees. 130 High office 
holders from the mahājan community frequently ran afoul of the king who would after 
some years begin to suspect them of graft. The pages of seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century Marwari history are littered with instances of dīvāns being expelled from their 
posts and thrown into jail, seemingly on charges of graft. Maharaja Jasvant Singh’s 
punishments on charges of corruption drove his former dīvān, Muhtā Nainsi, the compiler 
and author of the mid-seventeenth-century Marvāḍ ra Parganāṃ rī Vigat and the Khyāt, 
to commit suicide. In 1709, Bhanḍārī Bithaldas had to pay 6,40,000 rupees to the 
Maharaja to secure his own release from prison.131 Under Ajit Singh, several dīvāns, all 
of the Bhanḍārī community, were reinstated to the post and to other high offices even 
after they had been imprisoned and made to pay a hefty fine to the king.132 By the early 
eighteenth century, the imprisonment of mahājan dīvāns appeared to also have been 
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triggered by a desire to appease rājpūt chiefs angered at being sidelined from government 
and in some cases, dispossessed of their rights in land.133 
 Who were these men? Most were drawn from mercantile families and it is the 
Osvāls, a community of Jain merchants, in particular, who dominated among them. 
Among the Osvāls, it was the Muhtās, a subset of the Osvāl branch of Jains, who are 
known to have served the state the longest. A Muhtā joined Rao Chunda’s service in the 
early fifteenth century and a descendant of his became an important military officer under 
Rao Jodha (r. 1453-89). By the mid-sixteenth century, several clans of Muhtās –
Muhṇot134, Sāmḍariyā, Kochar, Bāgrechā, Daphtarī, and Vaid – were active in state 
service in Marwar.135 The Bhanḍārīs are also a branch of the Osvāl community of Jain 
merchants. “Bhanḍārī” means “one in charge of a treasury” leading historians to 
speculate that they may worked as treasurers for local rājpūt lineages in the centuries 
prior to their emergence in the historical record.136 The Muhtās too were members of the 
Osvāl community that had come to be associated by at least the sixteenth century with 
administrative service. Derived from the Sanskrit “mahānt,” the term was applied to royal 
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agents or officers. Since, in Marwar, these functions became so closely associated with 
Osvāl Jains, a subset of them crystallized into a branch known as Muhtā Osvāls.137  
The Osvāls are a community of mahājans named after the village of Osian, 
located thirty miles north-northwest of Jodhpur. The increasing sway of Jainism over the 
population of this village and its vicinity can be traced to the eighth century CE.138 Over 
the many centuries that followed, the community grew rapidly, attracting rājpūts and 
other castes into its fold.139 Even though members from a host of occupational 
backgrounds embraced Jainism in the Osian region, their consequent membership of the 
Osvāl community appears to have drawn them into trade. Osvāl status appears to have 
been open to those who migrated to the region from other places such as Udaipur, 
Kanauj, Bikaner, and Sirohi between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries.140  
The Pancholīs are kāyasths, a community that arose in the early modern period in 
association with scribal work in governments across north India.141 Little is known about 
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the history of this group in Marwar prior to the sixteenth century when they began to play 
key roles in the government and military.142  
 From their first recorded appearance on the scene, the Bhaṇḍārīs, Osvāls, Muhtās 
and Singhvīs who occupied prominent positions in Rathor government also served as 
military leaders. They maintained their own bodies of troops and received grants of land 
in lieu of their services to the crown.143 Particular clans of mahājans and brāhmaṇs thus 
began to monopolize the highest governmental offices in Jodhpur, exercising jurisdiction 
over fiscal, economic, judicial, and political affairs throughout Marwar and also having a 
say in appointments to administrative positions throughout the domain.  
It was the dīvān under whom the shrī hajūr rā daftar rā darogā or the 
‘superintendent of His Majesty’s records’ carried out his work. This office, Shri Hajur’s 
daftar, was tasked with overseeing the administration of law throughout the kingdom, 
exercising jurisdiction on behalf of the king upon the dispensation of justice in the 
provinces from at least the 1720s. In 1719, Ajit Singh’s administration described the 
responsibilities of the superintendent of the Maharaja’s office as retaining a 
comprehensive knowledge of customary practices in the domain, remaining informed of 
the goings-on in each province, and always acting in consultation with the king.144  
It was this office that dispatched the king’s orders to the provinces in response to 
petitions and news reports that originated there. The Maharaja’s office also maintained 
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and filed copies of these orders, arranging them by type into separate bahīs (registers), 
such as kharītā, paṭṭā, arzī, ohdā, hakīkat, hath, dastūr, and the records upon which this 
research is based, sanad parwana bahīs.145 The Maharaja’s office ordered and supervised 
all the communication (and its records) between the crown and the rest of the 
administration. In the reign of Ajit Singh, this post was held by a rājpūt but from the 
reign of Bakht Singh, that is from 1751, the Maharaja’s office was led almost exclusively 
by men of the brāhmaṇ or mahājan communities.146  
The superintendent of the Maharaja’s office was supposed to write all his orders 
only after consulting the king. Yet it is likely that the superintendent of this office 
exercised a degree of control on the legislative process. For instance, while forwarding 
petitions and reports to the king, he could prioritize certain cases over others, choose to 
reject some matters from receiving further consideration, and influence the king’s 
judgment by interpreting the merits or faults of individual appeals. The petitions, appeals, 
judgments, and commands that are compiled in the Jodhpur Sanad Parwarna Bahis, 
records that began to be maintained from 1764, then reflect the priorities, opinions, and 
legislative reasoning of the king acting in concert with his brāhmaṇ or mahājan advisor 
in the Shri Hajur Daftar. 
 Mahājans and brāhmaṇs dominated the highest echelons of provincial 
government as well. Ever since Sur Singh organized Marwar’s administrative structure in 
the early seventeenth century, at the head of each province was a hākim, whose office 
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was called the kacheḍī.147 This officer was in charge of maintaining law and order in the 
province (parganā) and running the province’s fiscal administration. The hākim was 
assisted in the kacheḍī by a kārkūn (officer tasked with aiding the collection of revenue 
and the disbursal of funds) and a potdār (treasurer). Working under the kārkūn were 
tābīndārs (footsoldiers), charvādārs (horsekeepers), and chopdārs (assistants). The itlāk 
naves and ūvākā naves were news reporters who kept tabs on the province and forwarded 
all the news they found significant to both the king and the hākim.148 A survey of the 
names of appointees to the post of hākim from the early eighteenth century onwards 
reveals that they were all mahājans, with an occasional brāhmaṇ cropping up among 
them.149 The Bhanḍāris, Pancholīs, and Singhvīs dominated this rung of Rathor 
government, as well.150 
 Between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, especially since the early 
eighteenth century, men of merchant and brāhmaṇ communities came to control key 
posts in Rathor administration, both at court in Jodhpur and in the provinces. Their 
proficiency with accounts and letters aided this process although a significant factor in 
Marwar was the Rathor rulers’ drive to undercut the power and customary claims of their 
rājpūt nobles. Other rājpūts, especially of the Rathor clan, could always draw on the 
resource of rājpūt identity or brotherhood to claim greater rights and privileges than the 
                                                       




149 See Bhati, 2011: 134-148 for the names of some appointees to the post of hākim of the 
different parganās of Marwar until the early nineteenth century. 
 





Rathor kings wished to allow them. When this shift began to occur, merchant groups and 
brāhmaṇs did not have access to a comparable ideological resource, one with the 
potential to justifiably encroach upon the powers of the sovereign. In fact, until the 
seventeenth century, kings could and did frequently cut to size any merchant-
administrator whose loyalties were suspect. In the eighteenth century milieu, however, 
the balance of power between kings and their merchant subjects in Marwar began to 
change. In the same centuries that merchants made greater inroads into governmental 
functioning, they also became active patrons and followers of Krishna-worshipping sects. 
A Cowherd’s Journey to the Desert 
 The deity Krishna, as he came to be known and worshipped in the early modern 
period was a product of the amalgamation, over more than a millennium, of three divine 
figures – Krishna-Gopal, a cowherd-god whom pastoral tribes inhabiting the Yamuna 
region worshipped in the ancient period; Krishna-Vasudeva, the supreme deity of the 
Bhagvat sect which emerged around the third century BCE; and the Vedic god Vishnu. 
By the time the Mahabharata was being compiled (fourth century BCE), the cowherd god 
Krishna was in the process of being identified also with Krishna of Dvarka (in Gujarat) 
who features prominently in the epic.151 By the first century BCE, when the Bhagavad 
Gītā was compiled and inserted into the Mahabharata, Krishna of Dvarka, until then a 
human warrior, king, and counselor, was elevated to the status of being a manifestation 
(avatār) of Vishnu, though the figure was not yet identified with Krishna-Gopal.152 
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Ancient bas-reliefs depicting a scene from the mythology of Krishna-Gopal (of him 
lifting Mount Govardhan on one finger to protect the cowherds and cattle of Mathura 
from the wrathful rain showered down upon them by the celestial Indra) have been found 
in Rajasthan, one in Mandor, near Jodhpur, dating to the fourth century CE.153  
Until the end of the sixth century, there is little indication that the worship of 
Krishna-Gopal extended beyond the small region around Mathura, on the banks of the 
Yamuna, where he was believed to have been born and where his childhood and 
adolescence unfolded. In these centuries, the worship of the sun and of the god Shiva was 
far more influential and archaeological evidence indicates that Buddhism and Jainism 
were recipients of generous patronage in Mathura itself. It was in Karnataka, in the sixth 
and seventh centuries that Krishna-Gopal was first amalgamated with the Vedic god 
Vishnu.154  
This synthesis was soon followed by the articulation of Vishnu as the Supreme 
Lord, worshipped in his many manifestations (avatārs). The songs of the Aḷvārs, 
Vaishnav poets in the eighth-century Tamil country, were the first to introduce the 
registers of love and devotion in the worship of Krishna (already a composite of Gopal 
and Vishnu). Finally, it was in between the eighth and tenth centuries, as reflected in two 
foundational Vaishnav texts composed in that period, the Viṣṇu Purāṇa and the 
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, that this amalgamated Krishna (Gopal+Vasudev+Narayan+Vishnu) 
merged with the epic Krishna of the Mahābhārata. The Bhāgavata Purāṇa also included 
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the motif of the adolescent Krishna’s erotic dalliances with the milkmaids of the Mathura 
region (Braj), presenting them as immersed in mystical, sublime play (līlā).155  
In the eighth-century Tamil country, deep in south India, arose a new mode of 
relating to the divine that was centered on this amalgamated deity, Krishna as an avatar of 
Vishnu, as the warrior, king, and counselor of the Mahabharata and the Bhagavad Gita, 
and as the adolescent goatherd of Braj renowned for his dalliance with milkmaids. Poets, 
the Vishnu-worshipping aḷvārs (along with the Shiva-worshipping nāyanārs) composed 
songs that beseeched a singular god in the language of love and devotion.156 This worship 
rejected the role of any intermediary, bypassing the brāhmaṇ priest to whom the until-
then dominant Vedic prescriptions gave an indispensable role. In its ideas and practice, 
the ball that the Tamil saints set rolling challenged the constraints based on caste and sex 
that brāhmaṇ interpreters of the Vedas upheld as norms. Designated as “bhakti”, 
proponents of this mode of relating to the divine composed and propagated their ideas in 
vernacular languages, turning away from what had until then been the main vehicle of 
literary expression, Sanskrit. Poets and philosophers who came under its sway carried the 
message northwards into the Indo-Gangetic plain, welcoming members of both sexes and 
all castes into the circle of devotees.157 They rejected formalistic ritual and emphasized 
the personal experience of devotion instead. The poets, exemplary devotees all, were 
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elevated in popular memory as saints (sants) and their works circulated across South Asia 
for centuries in the ever-widening community of devotees swayed by bhakti. 
 Or so holds the predominantly held, now commonsensical, conception of the 
history and singularity of “the bhakti movement.” Jack Hawley argues that rather than 
there being a singular bhakti movement that arose in south India and then made its way 
north, north Indian brāhmaṇs from the seventeenth century onwards invented for bhakti a 
southern provenance that it did not really have. This was to impart to it a sense of the 
“deep, unbroken history” of the south, drawing on the prestige that the south had started 
to enjoy in the imagination of brāhmaṇ elites.158 Shandip Saha too has placed far greater 
emphasis on Vaishnav bhakti’s move from Braj to Rajasthan, that is from the north to 
western India, than its putative southern origins and subsequent journey northwards.159 
Vaishnav bhakti, in particular, the worship of Krishna, attained the prestige and 
prominence that it did in early modern north India due to a particular alignment of 
political forces. Specifically, the patronage of the Mughal Empire, especially in the reigns 
of Akbar and Jahangir, and of their rājpūt nobles was of central importance in boosting 
the fortunes of Krishna devotion.160 The history of Brindavan, near the ancient pilgrimage 
town of Mathura in modern-day Uttar Pradesh, is emblematic of the close ties between 
political authority and Vaishnav bhakti in this region. Until the mid-sixteenth century, the 
region was thinly inhabited, consisting of pasture and woods dotted with a few villages, 
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and not a single Krishna temple existed in the area. Instead, in the medieval period, until 
the fifteenth century, the worship of Shiva and Shakti (literally, ‘Energy;’ the feminine 
divine) dominated the region.161 In the Indian sub-continent more broadly, the worship of 
Krishna had taken root in a diffused manner, with the Gītagovinda composed by 
Jayadeva in Orissa in the twelfth century, Krishnaite themes in devotional forms 
prevalent in Maharashtra in the thirteenth century, and the poetic expressions of Narsi 
Mehta in Gujarat in the fifteenth century.162  
The rise of a subcontinental form of Krishna devotion, organized into brāhmaṇ-
led sects, coincides with the rise of the Mughal Empire and the emergence of Brindavan, 
near Mathura, as the pre-eminent site of Krishna worship. From around 1540, followers 
of Chaitanya, a charismatic brāhmaṇ devotee of Krishna around whose charisma formed 
the Chaitanyite sect (also called the Gauḍīyas), created a foothold for Krishna worship in 
Brindavan. Brindavan, and Braj more generally, arose as a site of pilgrimage only from 
the sixteenth century and it was sectarian Vaishnavism – especially its strands organizing 
around the teachings of Chaitanya and Vallabh (1479-1531) – that played a key role in 
this process.163  
The leaders and theologians of these sects did not act alone in working towards 
the elaboration of Krishna devotionalism in sixteenth-century north India. Almost from 
the very beginnings of this historical process, that is from 1560 onwards, the Mughal 
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state, especially the subordinate kings, nobles, and officers of Akbar’s court, allocated for 
the construction and maintenance of Krishna temples in and around Brindavan generous 
grants of land, generating a grand scale of building activity.  
 The expansion and stability of the Mughal imperium owed much to the strength 
of its alliance with rājpūt kings. Akbar and his successor Jahangir bestowed protection 
and patronage upon the sites and sects that their rājpūt allies showered with munificence. 
Further, the bond between Mughals and their Hindu allies was not one merely of political 
expediency. In the course of formalizing his suzerainty over rājpūt territories in western 
India, Akbar began the practice of marrying women from defeated rājpūt clans. With this 
step, the elite rājpūts entered the imperial household as wives and as mothers to future 
kings.164  
Among the rājpūts, the Kachhvahas of Amer enjoyed the greatest proximity to the 
Mughal crown and Kachhvaha kings, as high generals and close kin, rose to the highest 
ranks in Mughal administration. In the early sixteenth century, before Mughal conquest, 
the Kachhvaha king Prithviraj (r. 1503-27) had shifted his allegiance from a yogi to a 
Vaishnav ascetic. After they entered the Mughal household and the highest echelons of 
Mughal administration, successive Kachhvaha kings found themselves drawn into a 
much wider and far more cosmopolitan world than the localized politics in which they 
had until then been enmeshed.  
As if to reflect this new, far more enlarged sway, from the mid-sixteenth century 
the Kachhvahas associated themselves with the Chaitanyites in Braj, perhaps seeking to 
                                                       





underline a symbolic connection with the east, a region with which this sect remained 
deeply connected.165 Rājpūt Rājā Bhagvandas (r. 1573-89), the Kachhvaha ruler of Amer, 
was among the earliest to grant revenue from lands in his domain for the management of 
the Gauḍīya temple in Brindavan.  He is believed to have taken initiation into the 
Chaitanyite sect.166 Rājā Bhagvāndās’ successor Mansingh, who rose to be one of 
Akbar’s highest ranked generals, sponsored the construction of the largest single-
structure temple in all of India, the Gauḍīya temple to Govindadevji, completed in 
1590.167 The Vallabhites followed the Chaitanyites into Brindavan and by 1577 had also 
obtained a grant of land from the Mughal Emperor, staking out a place for themselves in 
the Brindavan area.168  
Following his rājpūt allies’ patronage of Krishnaite sectarian activity, Akbar 
treated the Vaishnav sects centered in Brindavan with much generosity, imparting to 
them the prestige, pre-eminence, and grandeur that came with imperial patronage. Akbar 
permitted the grandest temples in Brindavan to be built of red sandstone, a material that 
was reserved only for imperial buildings. In 1598, Abul Fazl, Akbar’s principal advisor 
and court historian, commissioned an imperial farman, reaffirming earlier allocations to 
Vaishnav temples and increasing the area of revenue-yielding land granted to a thousand 
bīghās. In doing so, Abul Fazl consulted local brāhmaṇ representatives of the Vaishnav 
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sectarian groups.169 Akbar’s revenue minister, Todarmal, a khatrī170 who is said to have 
been an initiate into the Gaudiya Sampraday, diverted his authority towards making a 
grant of land for the support of a Krishna temple in Brindavan.171 Thus, it was not only 
the Kachhvahas that influenced the Mughal court to shower support upon Vaishnav sects 
but other nobles and subordinate kings as well. While the Vallabhites too were 
beneficiaries of this courtly and noble patronage, they tended to draw economic support 
primarily from mercantile sources.172 Imperial documents show that Akbar took an active 
role in supervising the institutional management of the temples in the Braj region.173 By 
the end of the sixteenth century, imperial orders refer to at least thirty-five temples in 
Brindavan and its environs in receipt of grants and support from the Mughal crown.174   
It was not just patronage that defined the Mughal relationship with Vaishnav 
sects. By the end of Akbar’s reign, the Mughal court mediated disputes within and 
between Vaishnav sects and served as the legitimizing authority for claims over religious 
sites and positions of power.175 Akbar’s successor, Jahangir, upheld and expanded the 
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grants that had been made under his father’s reign.176 Shahjahan, the next Mughal ruler, 
owing perhaps to the fiscal prudence that historians attribute to him, made no new grants 
but upheld all existing ones to the temples around Brindavan.177 
 The prominence of the rājpūt kings of western India in general and of the 
Kachhvahas of Amer in particular elevated localized bhakti communities with whom they 
had ties to a wider and far more cosmopolitan milieu than they had known at the start of 
the sixteenth century. The need to order and articulate their place on this much larger and 
far more disparate canvas, one in which they had to compete with other Vaishnav bhakti 
communities for courtly patronage, pushed one such local bhakti community that was 
close to the Amer court – the Ramanandis of Galta -- to construct a rudimentary scheme 
that sought to organize and relate the many different Vaishnav bhakti communities across 
north India to each other and to give them a history that tied them to the ancient past.178 
This scheme, that of the four sampradays, grew widely influential, crossing sectarian 
boundaries and by the nineteenth century, permeating the historiography of Vaishnav 
bhakti.  
The political stability and territorial cohesion that the Mughal Empire enabled in 
the sixteenth century contributed to the rise of Vaishnav bhakti as a “public, 
cosmopolitan Mughal religion” whose emblematic heart was in Brindavan, right at the 
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territorial heart of the Mughal Empire.179 A kingly embrace of Vaishnav bhakti became, 
as a result of the prestige it came to enjoy in the Mughal Empire, an articulation of a 
cosmopolitan kingship.180 Upstart ruling lineages, in places as far east as Bengal as well 
as in Central India, espoused public forms of Vaishnav religiosity and sectarian identity 
to assert their claims to inclusion among the elite kings of Mughal India.181 They 
sponsored the construction of grand temples, such as the intricately embellished terracotta 
temples of Bishnupur and the composition of Brajbhāshā Vaishnava literature. 
 Important to the history of the prominent Krishnaite sects is the patronage they 
received from mercantile groups. The Vallabh Sampraday in particular attracted a large 
following among the merchants of western India, especially those from Gujarat which 
was at the center of burgeoning long-distance trading networks.182 The founder of the 
sect, Vallabhacharya, traveled to Gujarat and drew a large mercantile following.183 
Through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, western Indian merchants continued to 
be drawn to the Vallabh Sampraday. Some attribute the merchants’ attraction to this sect 
to its reconciliation of spiritual life with householdership, that is, the pursuit of worldly 
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ends.184 This especially suited merchants who could, as members of the Vallabhite sect, 
continue the pursuit of wealth and profit without feeling any contradiction with the tenets 
of their faith.185 
From the mid-sixteenth century, the sect offered avenues for the conspicuous 
display of devotees’ wealth, especially from the mid-sixteenth century onwards, in the 
lavish offerings and ornamentation showered upon the deity in its daily worship.186 While 
the Chaitanyites attracted the support of ruling elites, the Vallabh sect, until the 
seventeenth century, drew much more heavily for its resources upon its merchant 
followers. The first king to take initiation into and become closely affiliated with the 
Vallabh Sampraday was Jagat Singh I (r. 1628-52) of Udaipur.187  
Vallabh’s son and eventual successor, Vitthal, built a patronage network that drew 
heavily upon merchants and successfully executed many a temple construction project in 
the limelight of Braj. By the end of the seventeenth century, the prospering merchant 
communities of western India had become closely bound to the Vallabh Sampraday.188 
Gujarat especially and, perhaps through their close contact with it, Marwar and other 
parts of Rajasthan too, saw the proliferating practice of Krishna worship adhere closely to 
the forms hewn by the Vallabhites.  
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In the meantime, before his death in 1585, Vitthal divided the spiritual leadership 
of the Vallabh sect equally among his seven sons. This established seven “houses” within 
the Vallabh sect, each led by one of Vitthal’s seven sons. Only these descendants of 
Vallabh and their successors were to have the authority to initiate new members into the 
sect. Each son was placed in charge of a key idol (svarūp), considered to carry the 
immanent presence of Krishna himself.189 Of the seven houses, the first enjoyed a certain 
pre-eminence, arising from its custody of the most venerated idol of the Vallabhites, that 
of Sri Nathji of Govardhan. 
In the late seventeenth century, the center of activity for Vaishnav religiosity 
shifted westwards, into the lands controlled by rājpūts. Undergirded as it was by the 
alliance between Mughals and rājpūts, the steady rise in the popularity and eminence of 
Vaishnav sects centered on Brindavan faced a major roadblock when the Mughal-rājpūt 
alliance started to fray under Emperor Aurangzeb. In 1670, Aurangzeb ordered the 
destruction of the temple of Keshavdev in Mathura (right next to Brindavan).190 The 
Mughal throne under Aurangzeb struggled to put down a series of rebellions, including 
those by jāṭs in the vicinity of the Braj region.191 Faced with the political instability and 
the possibility of a withdrawal of Mughal patronage and protection, the leaders of the 
dominant Vaishnav sects shifted the centers of their activity to Rajasthan. In 1669, the 
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Gaudiyas carried their chief idols to Jaipur and Kankroli in eastern Rajasthan.192 They 
found a warm welcome from the Kachhvāhā king Jai Singh II, who granted them land 
near his palace in his new capital city of Jaipur. Eventually, Jai Singh moved the 
Govinddevji idols into the heart of his own palace in the early eighteenth century.193  
The Vallabhites too moved their chief idols, seven in all, from Braj to Rajasthan, 
with the most exalted of them, that is Sri Nathji of Govardhan, being installed in Mewar 
in 1672 and receiving a warm welcome from Maharana Raj Singh, already a member of 
the sect. The rulers of several rājpūt principalities were reduced to a bidding war of sorts 
when they competed to have the chief idol of the Vallabh Sect, Shri Nathji of Govardhan, 
choose their kingdom to settle in after its caretakers fled Braj. It was not just the prestige 
and the divine favor that Shri Nathji’s residence in their kingdom would bring that they 
sought but also the steady traffic of wealthy merchant followers of the sect.194 The 
brāhmaṇ caretakers of the Sri Nathji idol chose the kingdom of Udaipur, due to its 
munificence and the security its relatively strong army could offer.195 
Current research indicates that the court of Jai Singh II, the Kachhvaha ruler of 
Amer who built the new capital of Jaipur, played a central role in reshaping the thought 
and practice of Vaishnav communities in the early eighteenth century. With the 
significantly diminished hold of the Mughals upon their regional allies after the death of 
Aurangzeb, Jai Singh was able to create enough room for himself to fashion a new form 
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of kingly authority. He sought to legitimate the king’s power through the performance of 
Vedic and Shastric ritual. He went so far as to perform the Vedic horse sacrifice in 1734 
and 1741 to have his kingly authority confirmed in ritual terms.196 He held brahmanical 
learning and the interpretation of Vedic and Shastric scripture in high regard, leaning 
heavily upon particular individuals drawn from a powerful circle of brāhmaṇ scholars 
centered in Banaras.197 Some of the brāhmaṇs upon whom Jai Singh relied for advice 
were members of the Gaudiya and Vallabh Sampradays.198 The idiom in which Jai Singh 
expressed his worldly power was a blend of brahmanical orthodoxy and Krishna 
devotion, symbolized most evocatively in his construction of the new capital city of 
Jaipur in line with Shastric prescriptions on urban planning but with his placement of a 
Krishna temple at the heart of the new city. In addition, Jai Singh forced leading 
Vaishnav sects to produce commentaries in Sanskrit legitimizing their theology in 
relationship with the Vedas, thereby also expressing their relationship with each other. He 
pressured them to find a common ground and also pushed the more antagonistic Shaivas 
and Vaishnavs in his domain to reconcile their beliefs.199  
Jai Singh’s assertion of his authority upon the Vaishnav sects had not only to do 
with an intellectual adherence to the Vedas but also to the need to discipline and control 
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the military-ascetic orders that operated in his domain. Jai Singh attempted to enforce 
domesticity and the strictures of caste upon the ascetic orders in his realm and tried to 
disarm them.200 Was it a coincidence that Jai Singh’s articulation of a more orthodox 
kingship occurred right after the death of Aurangzeb and with the weakening hold of the 
Mughal Empire? During Aurangzeb’s reign, the political rebellions led by Maratha king 
Shivaji and by rājpūt rulers had begun to acquire what Monica Horstmann calls a ‘Hindu-
dharmic edge,’ that is, a cry for the defense of righteous order against the ‘oppressive’ 
Mughal state that was trampling upon it.201 The precedent set by the successful rebel 
Shivaji inspired other rulers aspiring to eke out a sovereign territory free of Mughal 
overlordship. Shivaji’s panegyrists had projected his kingship as an effort to set right the 
dharmic order and had lavished praise upon him.  
Further, Maharashtrian brāhmaṇs had arisen to prominence in the preeminent 
center for orthodox Sanskritic learning in India, Banaras, since the seventeenth century. 
By the eighteenth century, they were the leading theologians and scholars in eminent 
courts across South Asia, including that of Jai Singh II.202 Rosalind O’Hanlon attributes 
the rise to dominance of Maharashtrian brāhmaṇs and their crucial role in the creation of 
a ‘brāhmaṇ ecumene’ in early modern South Asia to their relative isolation until the 
sixteenth century due to the dry, upland nature of the western Deccan that was their 
homeland. With the integration – ease of travel and communication – that the Mughal 
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Empire made possible, segments of the region’s brāhmaṇ families settled down in 
Banaras for a life of scholarship and commentary in orthodox learning. They rose to 
subcontinental prominence and became influential in many of the regional courts across 
South Asia in the eighteenth century. In Jaipur, it was Maharashtrian brāhmaṇs who 
played a crucial role in the recasting of kingship in the mode of Vedic sacrifice and as an 
upholder of dharmic order. Many of these brāhmaṇ scholars were, simultaneous to their 
training in and adherence to Vedic and Shastric orthodoxy, also Vaishnavs.203 
These influential intellectuals from Banaras represented the reconciliation that 
had by the eighteenth century occurred between bhakti and Vedic orthodoxy. The Vedic 
sacrifices that they conducted for Jai Singh displayed Vaishnav elements and were 
explicitly conducted for the “upholding of dharma and the perfection of bhakti, 
culminating in the attainment of Viṣṇu.”204 This synthesis of Vedic and Puranic norms 
had already been expressed textually in the Viṣṇu Purāṇa. The ritual expressions of Jai 
Singh’s kingship then did not mark a simple ‘revival’ of ‘pure’ Vedic forms but rather the 
deployment of a new genre of mixed Vedic-Puranic rituals which nonetheless formed the 
orthodox brahmanical practice of the age. It was a similarly composite ‘Vedic-Vaishnav’ 
normative ideal that Jai Singh imposed upon all the Vaishnav sects within his domain.205 
 With the shift of its center of gravity and its chief idols to Rajasthan by the end of 
the seventeenth century, the changed political context – the weakened Mughal Empire, 
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fraying relations between rājpūts and Mughals, and the assertion of new forms of 
kingship – recast sectarian Vaishnavism in more orthodox terms. With Jaipur and 
Jodhpur kingdoms sharing a fluid and porous border, crossed frequently by mobile and 
inter-connected communities of merchants, the shift in Krishna devotional practice 
towards a greater concern with Vedic and Shastric orthodoxy, which had by then become 
integrated into elite conceptions of Vaishnavism, would surely have touched the everyday 
lives and ritual practices of these sects’ adherents in Marwar. A similar shift towards 
displaying greater conformity with Vedic and Shastric norms occurred in contemporary 
Bengal as well.206  
 Vijai Singh, whose rule began after Jai Singh’s time, was not the statesman that 
Jai Singh appears to have been. He struggled to hold on to his territories, losing real 
control over them briefly between 1754 and 1756. Until 1772, his uncle Ram Singh was a 
strong challenger to his sovereignty, holding on to provinces like Sojhat, Maroth, and 
Jaitaran, and limiting Vijai Singh’s control to Merta, Nagaur, and Jodhpur regions. Even 
when Vijai Singh managed to finally recapture all of Marwar after Ram Singh’s death in 
1772, he faced continuing rebellion from other rājpūt chiefs in his domain as well as 
regular onslaughts by Maratha generals.207 His administration had to expend large sums 
on neverending warfare – whether internal or with Marathas. Men from mercantile castes, 
Jains and Vallabhites, played a prominent role as military defenders, strategists, envoys, 
and advisors all through Vijai Singh’s reign. Seen in this context, Vijai Singh’s initiation 
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into the Vallabite Sect in 1766 cemented his ties with the chief ministers and trusted 
nobles of his retinue. Further, Vijai Singh leaned heavily on diplomacy at this time to win 
fiscal and military support or friendly mediators in the numerous conflicts in which he 
found himself enmeshed.208 Given the Vaishnav affiliation of the leading rājpūt houses of 
Rajasthan by this time, Vijai Singh may have been inspired to emulate their example or 
could have seen the affiliation as an asset in his strategic arsenal. Indeed, the ritual center 
of the Vallabhites, Nathdvara, also facilitated occasional conclaves among the leading 
Rajasthani royal houses of Jodhpur, Bikaner, Udaipur, and Kota.209 Vijai Singh’s rule 
achieved greater stability in the 1770s and he took permission from Mughal Emperor 
Shah Alam to open a mint in Marwar. This was an expression of sovereignty, the 
recognition of which from the Mughal Empire marked a mutual acceptance of the state of 
affairs.  
During his reign Marwar faced Maratha attacks in 1754, 1762, 1765, 1787, and 
1790.210 The Marathas were a stronger force and the military and fiscal strain placed by 
incessant warfare and burdensome demands of tribute pushed Vijai Singh to constantly 
search for capital. Vijai Singh died a natural death in 1793, passing away soon after a 
group of rebellious nobles murdered his beloved companion (pāsvān) Gulabrai in broad 
daylight in April, 1792. Gulabrai is said to also have been a devoted Vallabhite and 
different sources attribute either a jāṭ or Osvāl Jain identity to her. While her social 
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origins may be hard to ascertain, it does appear that she wielded considerable influence at 
court such that Vijai Singh changed his heir apparent at her advice. It was this that 
angered a faction at court to murder her in a failed attempt to capture the throne. Vijai 
Singh managed to crush the rebellion but died soon after. His reign spans the bulk of the 
period that this dissertation studies. His successors were Mahārājās Bhim Singh (1793-
1803) and Man Singh (1803-1817). Vishveshvarnath Reu observes that the achievements 
of Vijay Singh’s reign owed much to his capable ministers and generals – drawn mostly 
from mercantile and brāhmaṇ communities, we should add.211 Nandita Sahai too 
observes that the Rathors under Vijay Singh were under tremendous pressure, bearing 
down heavily on their artisanal subjects in an attempt to meet escalating expenses.212  
This picture does not entirely align with that which emerges from the Jodhpur 
Sanad Parwarna Bahis – of an interventionist state, deploying the time, manpower, and 
resources necessary to maintain an effective bureaucracy and surveillance networks. I 
suggest that here it may be apt to introduce a distinction between the monarch and the 
state. While effective monarchical power under Vijai Singh may have been severely 
constrained, the state – that is the administrative, bureaucratic, and surveillance 
machinery of the government -- retained and perhaps even expanded its authority in this 
period. Still, the symbolic power of the king remained indispensable and the state 
functioned in his name. The momentum of the developments of the past few centuries in 
which the Rathors built up and expanded a centralized state structure, with a bureaucracy, 
information networks, and recordkeeping, gave rise in the latter half of the eighteenth 
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century to a strong, centralized state, manned by a cadre of officers largely from 
mercantile families, led by a weak monarch. 
Marwari Merchants and Early Modernity 
The establishment and consolidation of the Mughal Empire from the early 
sixteenth century integrated the Indian subcontinent into a single political unit and 
imparted several centuries of stable rule, accompanied by the creation of infrastructure 
and communications that helped knit the far-flung territories of the empire closer 
together. These centuries coincided with the unprecedented movement of goods, people, 
and bullion across the world that characterized the early modern period. India enjoyed a 
highly favorable balance of trade, exporting goods to Europe and to other parts of Asia, 
and bullion flowed into the region.213 A sophisticated system of credit and money 
changing emerged to accommodate the surge in silver and money supply and the need to 
move it across long distances.214 The Mughal period saw the penetration of the market 
deep into the countryside. Villages and the farmers, artisans and service providers who 
resided in them, were integrated into the wider network of regional, inter-regional, and 
global trade.215 For the merchants of Marwar, the growing integration of India into the 
world economy and the Mughal consolidation of the Indian subcontinent opened up new 
spaces into which they successfully expanded their networks of trade and credit. 
Evolving sophisticated mechanisms for the manipulation of credit, currency exchange, 
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and monetary transfer, it was the mercantile community that benefitted from the 
establishment of long-distance trading networks and the immense competition among 
European trading companies for Indian manufacture.216 
The merchants of Marwar had, for several centuries prior to the eighteenth, 
extended their sphere of activity beyond western Rajasthan into Sindh in the west and 
Gujarat in the south.217 Marwar lay on an arterial trade route connecting the active ports 
of coastal Gujarat with Delhi and Agra. The favored route from Surat to Agra wound its 
way through Jalor and Merta in Marwar.218 Traversing these trade routes, merchants 
imported horses, dry fruits, tobacco, lac, asafetida, and perfumes from Multan and Kabul, 
betel-nut, turmeric, rice, coconuts, and antimony219 from Sindh; cloth, black pepper, silk, 
spices, dates, sandalwood, pearls, dyes, and camphor from Gujarat; silks, other fine 
cloths, sugar, elephants, and paper from the east; opium, tobacco, Chanderi cloth, 
sulphur, and sugar from Malwa; and fine woolen fabrics and shawls from Kashmir. The 
region exported iron tools, wool, woven cloth, indigo, salt, bullocks, camels, and 
horses.220  
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In the seventeenth century, Marwari merchants fanned out across the 
subcontinent, establishing inter-linked businesses in all the major towns and cities, inland 
and coastal, of western, north, central, and eastern India.221 The prominent business 
houses of Banaras claim to be descendants of Rajasthani merchants who accompanied 
Mughal armies into the area in the sixteenth century.222 By the eighteenth century, when 
the Mughal Empire began to disintegrate, the merchants of Marwar had consolidated 
their trading networks not just in South Asia but even as far as the southern fringes of the 
Russian Empire.223 Rajasthan-based firms were active in the wool trade in early 
eighteenth century Punjab. Marwari merchants had set up shop in the trading marts of 
Bihar and Bengal, in the riverine port of Farrukhabad, and in Hyderabad by the late 
eighteenth century.224 They played a central role in Mughal imperial finances as creditors, 
operators of mints, and movers of money. 
Claude Markovits offers some explanations for the dominance that Marwari 
merchants came to have on the money markets of large parts of South Asia. He suggests 
that the ecological pressures of earning a living in a ‘dry zone’ forced the people of 
Marwar to turn, since the earliest period of its habitation, to occupations other than 
agriculture. The arid region is interspersed with more fertile areas and this internal 
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diversity encouraged the need to move goods from one part to another, fostering the 
growth of a community of traders.225 Geographically, Marwar lies between the populous 
Gangetic Plain on the one hand and on the other, Arabian Sea ports and Silk Route 
trading posts, connecting East and South Asia with lands further west. For this reason, 
Marwar saw a high volume of trading traffic travel through its lands.226 This too fostered 
the rise of an active and flourishing mercantile community in the region, one that fanned 
out along the trade routes that cut through their native land. 
As discussed above, men of mercantile castes were high-ranking administrators in 
Marwar from at least the fifteenth century. Markovits argues that the political authority 
that the traders of Marwar enjoyed as high-ranking administrators and the access to elite 
rājpūts that this political function gave to them were significant factors in fueling their 
rise to subcontinental financial dominance.227 Given the simultaneity of the two 
processes, that is of the increasing grip of the mercantile communities of Marwar over the 
region’s administration and their rise to preeminence in South Asia’s fiscal networks, it is 
hard to say which caused the other. It may well be that the combined wielding of political 
authority, access to Mughal ruling elites, and a head start in mercantile and fiscal activity 
dating to an earlier period enabled Marwari merchants to corner a large chunk of the 
banking business. 
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In the course of the early modern period, the line became merchants and the state 
became a blurred one. The Mughal state, from its very inception, could not help but rely 
on men of merchant communities to man its revenue department and oversee its fiscal 
operations. Scribal and military elites holding revenue assignments and offices of state 
frequently diversified their area of operation into trade. These portfolio capitalists 
depended on banking firms, such as those run by Marwari merchants, for their outlay.228 
Trade and state formation in Mughal India were deeply intertwined, becoming lucrative 
and overlapping arenas of upward mobility.229  
By the eighteenth century, the rise of localized polities with diminished capacities 
for direct revenue extraction made courts increasingly dependent upon merchant capital. 
An instance of this is the growing dependence of the Mughal state for its fiscal operations 
upon the firm run by Marwaris Fatehchand and Manekchand out of Bengal. So large was 
the fiscal outlay of this firm that in 1723, the Mughal ruler Muhammad Shah bestowed 
upon them the title of Jagat Seth or ‘Banker of the World’.230 Smaller-scale functionaries 
such as the portfolio capitalists discussed above also joined hands with merchant capital 
to expand their operation into new areas.231  
 As the decline of the Mughal Empire gave rise to smaller polities, new processes 
of state formation, and fresh attempts at empire, Marwari merchants were able to 
leverage their hold over capital and credit to extend their activities from finance to gain a 
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greater hold upon the state and political authority. They lent money to the many rulers in 
need of funds to finance the ceaseless demands of war and administration, as well as to 
European traders moving goods across the globe. The decline of the Mughal Empire did 
not have a deleterious effect on the fortunes of financiers such as the Marwaris. The 
hunḍī (bill of exchange) networks of large banking firms continued to play a significant 
role in remitting money – profits, loans, revenues – across long distances.232 Rather than 
weakening them, the collapse of Mughal authority strengthened the hand of merchants 
involved in moneylending and they rose to center-stage in the regional polities that 
mushroomed after the weakening of Mughal central authority during the eighteenth 
century. The merchant house of the Jagat Seths, Marwaris operating from Calcutta, were 
primary brokers in the English East India Company’s trade and financiers of the bulk of 
its investment.233 The growing role of the Company in the coastal trade of Gujarat in the 
course of the eighteenth century benefitted indigenous bankers, many of whom belonged 
to the Marwari diaspora.234 As the European companies became military and political 
players in the Indian subcontinent, Marwari merchants lent money to them as well as to 
their indigenous rivals to power, including the later Mughals. They also benefitted from 
the opium trade that the English East India Company ran out of its territories in Bengal in 
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the latter half of the eighteenth century, earning neat profits as financiers of opium 
cultivation in parts of Central India.235 
 The rise and even more so, the decline of Mughal authority, the corresponding 
growth of regional polities, and European trading and political activity in the Indian 
subcontinent were extremely lucrative for merchants and moneylenders and it was the 
merchants of Marwar, as noted by numerous historians, who seized the lion’s share of the 
profits generated. The merchants of the region retained strong familial ties with it, the 
women of the household remaining back home in Marwar and the men often retiring 
there after long careers elsewhere.236  
 Within Marwar, merchants occupied a place of prominence and prosperity in the 
major towns of the kingdom by the mid-seventeenth century, as is indicated by a study of 
Muhnot Nainsi’s state-commissioned survey of the region.237 By Nainsi’s reckoning, 
mahājans constituted between roughly 30 and 40 percent of the population of three major 
towns of the kingdom (Sojhat, Jaitaran, and Merta).238 In eastern Rajasthan, merchants 
penetrated the countryside, becoming indispensable intermediaries in the state’s 
relationship with peasants. They were providers of agricultural loans, directly as well as 
through the state, to peasants.239 By the seventeenth century, merchants were crucial 
buyers of the grain that the state collected as tax and commuted into cash through sale. 
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They were also important buyers of grain and manufactures from villages.240 So 
indispensable was their role in the local grain trade of eastern Rajasthan that it placed a 
limit upon the power that the state could exercise upon them.241 
As in the rest of the Mughal Empire, merchants began to play an active role in 
local administration, apart from the role that prominent clans already played in high 
politics in the Rathor court. Revenue administration in Rajasthan slipped into mahājan 
hands.242 In the eighteenth century, they stood as surety for revenue farmers (ijārādārs) 
and in the second half of the eighteenth century, began to bid for revenue farms 
themselves.243 In eighteenth century Rajasthan, merchant-moneylenders became deeply 
influential in local politics and economics.244 Indebtedness to merchant moneylenders 
became widespread in the course of the eighteenth century not only among ruling elites 
but also more widely in rural Rajasthan among the peasant groups. The latter half of the 
eighteenth century saw the increasing consolidation of rights in land in the hands of the 
upper peasantry – already cultivating lands on favorable terms granted by the state – and 
the corresponding dispossession of ordinary peasants.245 The upper peasantry consisted of 
elite castes and the late-eighteenth century polarization in rural Rajasthan between rich 
and poor peasants then also intensified caste hierarchies. In Marwar, as in eastern 
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Rajasthan, merchants expanded their sphere of activity from trade to revenue farming in 
the eighteenth century.246 As merchant-moneylenders, they were able to channel the 
Rathor court’s dependence upon them for credit to extract concessional terms to conduct 
trade.247 The Rathor court allowed many a trader to conduct his business at a reduced tax 
rate and provided security and infrastructure to boost trade in the kingdom.248  
Artisans borrowed from local moneylenders and small merchants in order to fund 
life-cycle rituals and to finance subsistence agriculture.249 Textile manufacture, a sector 
that saw rapid growth in the eighteenth century, became subject to the growing role of the 
merchant-middleman.250 In the latter half of the eighteenth century, the artisanate of 
Marwar became “caught in the quicksand of indebtedness” even if most artisanal 
manufacture did not fall under the control of merchant capital as it had in coastal India in 
the same decades.251 It was not just peasants and landlords in the countryside and artisans 
in the towns but the king himself who borrowed large sums of money from the 
merchants, men who had the outlay to loan the sums needed and the good credit required 
to make large fiscal transfers to overlords. Ties of kinship, business, and increasingly, 
shared sectarian activity lent cohesiveness to localized communities of merchants. 
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A process that began in the sixteenth century and became intensified in the 
eighteenth was that of the blurring line between “state” and “merchant.” Men of the 
mercantile communities held influential posts in both the capital and the provinces of 
Marwar. The increasing indebtedness of the king and local landholding elites to 
merchants aided the possibility of merchants holding sway over governmental machinery. 
By the eighteenth century, this was an elaborate bureaucracy, as reflected in the elaborate 
recordkeeping, communication, and intelligence gathering institutions seen in the 
Jodhpur Sanad Parwana Bahi record series on which this research is based. A strong 
state was in evidence in late eighteenth-century Marwar, led however by a weak 
monarch. Still, the symbolic authority of the crown remained important, as indicated by 
the issuing of all orders in the name of the king. 
Conclusion 
This survey of the interlocking histories of politics, Krishna devotion, and merchant 
communities offers some insight on the processes, long- and short-term, that underlay the 
socio-political transformations that unfolded in the latter half of the eighteenth century in 
western Rajasthan. The growing role of merchants in administration, the increasing 
dominance of trading and fiscal networks by Marwari merchants, the emergence of 
merchants as major patrons of Krishnaite sects, and the Vaishnav sects’ turn to 
orthodoxy, entailing a closer adherence to caste norms were historical threads that 
converged in the late eighteenth century in Marwar to have effects upon social life and 
local politics that the following chapters will demonstrate. The purpose of this chapter 
has been to lay out the major forces at play in early modern Marwar, and South Asia 




turn to tracing the small, localized battles waged across the towns and villages of Marwar 
from the 1760s until the first years of the nineteenth century. Focusing on the 
documentary record of the Rathor state, it will offer a fine-grained account of the 
micropolitics -- everyday, localized struggles -- that were essential for the reshaping of 
social consciousness and of collective political identity. In these chapters, I use the term 
‘crown’ as a metonym for the office of the Mahārājā and not to denote the Mahārājā 
himself. The decrees and judgments that I draw upon for this dissertation were issued, I 
contend, on behalf of the Mahārājā and likely with his assent, by a group of bureaucratic 
specialists. These decrees invoke royal authority and justify their commands with 
reference to it. The action taken was ‘royal’ in this regard but ordered and implemented 
in the king’s name by a state bureaucracy. I also use the term ‘state’ to designate the 
Rathor administration, referring to the extensive revenue, fiscal, judicial, punitive, 
bureaucratic, and surveillance infrastructure that had emerged in Marwar between the 










Hindu, Musalmān, and Achhep:  
Orthopraxy and Statecraft in the Eighteenth Century  
 
Apraṃch uṭhai saihar maiṁ sārā ī nu kaih deṇo su pohar rāt bājyā 
pachhai doy ghaḍī tāīṁ shrī parameshvar rā nāṃv rojīnai līyaṅ karai su 
hinduvāṁ nu kehjo nai turak ḍheḍh chamār thorī bāvrī halālkhor achhep 
jāt huvai jīnāṃ nu nahī kehṇo nai pher chauntrā rā ādmī rojīnai saihar 
mai phir nai kayāṁ karai su pohar rāt bājyā pachhai doy ghaḍi tāīṃ sadāī 
nāṁv levo karai shrī hajūr ro hukam chhai.252 
 
Instruct everyone in these towns to recite the name of Shri Parameshvar253 
(the Supreme Lord) two ghaḍīs into the night peher (or, about a quarter of 
an hour past sunset) every evening. Relay this to Hindus but not to the 
achhep (‘untouchable’) castes, these being turaks, chamārs, ḍheḍhs, 
thorīs, bāvrīs, and halālkhors. By the order of His Highness, men from the 
chauntrā 254  should roam through the town daily, announcing this 
instruction. 
 
Thus, in 1785, the Marwar crown ordered the administrators of Nagaur and Merta 
provinces to instruct all the Hindus (hinduvāṃ) in the towns to recite the holy name of 
Shri Parameshvar at a fixed time of the evening each day.255 This was to be shared, public 
ritual invocation of Vishnu but the order imposing it upon some also in the same breath 
excluded ‘untouchable’ (“achhep”) castes from it. Classed under the label ‘achhep’ or 
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‘untouchable’ were Muslims (turak), ḍheḍhs and chamars (both leatherworking castes), 
thoris and bavris (vagrant hunters), and halalkhors (sweepers).256 
It is not a coincidence that the king of Marwar at the time was Maharaja Vijai 
Singh (r. 1752-1793) who had joined the Vallabh Sampraday, a sect that worshipped 
Krishna, an avatar of Vishnu, in 1766. Through this particular order to its kachaiḍīs 
(office of the hākim, overseeing the entire provincial administration) in charge of two of 
the kingdom’s most populous provinces, his regime threw its weight behind the elevation 
of what was until then a sectarian practice to the status of a public norm. This legislative 
act of the Marwar crown created a community, collectively labeled ‘Hindu’ that was 
united by the daily observation of a shared ritual. Simultaneously, the same act created a 
community whose members were forbidden from observing the same ritual even if they 
wanted to.  By extension, the crown’s decree debarred members of the latter group from 
being part of the emerging Hindu domain. This was not an isolated measure, but instead, 
was part of a wider process underway in eighteenth-century Marwar. 
In late eighteenth-century Marwar, then,  ‘Hindu’ designated a community but 
one whose construction was underway.  This chapter demonstrates that in the latter half 
of the eighteenth century, Marwar experienced the crystallization of a Hindu community. 
Hindu-ness in eighteenth-century Marwar was defined in opposition to the ‘untouchable’, 
a category that also included Muslims. In its capacity as maker and enforcer of laws, 
Maharaja Vijai Singh’s office made it clear that there was to be no confusion over the 






status of Muslims, leatherworkers, vagrant hunters, and sweepers, all of whom had in 
common the fate of being classified as ritually unclean and therefore, untouchable.  
Political Authority and Krishna Worship 
An immense interest in directing the resources and machinery of the Rathor state 
towards propagating Hindu devotionalism throughout its territories can be discerned in 
the archival record. In 1797, Jodhpur dispatched an order to each pargana (province) 
headquarter, announcing that every single temple (shrī devsthān) in the towns and 
villages of the kingdom should be actively in use, that is, it should be serviced by a 
priest.257 It ordered local officers to direct a priest from a neighboring temple to take 
charge of worship at any temple that lay neglected.258 No temple in the kingdom was to 
remain without worship (“koī devasthān apūj raiṇ nā pāvai”).259 Stray references indicate 
that the administration zealously implemented this policy. Purohit Mishra Hariram was 
punished for abandoning his responsibility to perform the story of Krishna’s life (kathā 
vāchnā260) at a temple in Maroth district to pursue a more remunerative career in a local 
war band.261 However, he refused to bequeath his position at the temple to his brother 
even while he was away, as a result of which no one recited verses at the temple for some 
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months. For the dereliction of his duty towards the temple, the crown fined the priest and 
commanded the confiscation of all the grants of land and wells that had been made to him 
earlier.262 It was only after the priest made repeated pleas for mercy and offered several 
excuses for his behavior that, in consideration of his brāhmaṇ status, the state rescinded 
the order of confiscation.263  
 In other ways, as well, administrators in Jodhpur strove to uphold the sanctity of 
Vaishnav temples. It ordered an inquiry in 1770 into an incident in a temple in the 
mahājan quarter of Jalor town in which young mahājan boys accidently knocked over a 
Krishna idol (“kanhaīyyā jī rī mūrat”) while playing inside the temple.264 The king’s 
judicial office asked provincial officers to inquire into how the boys had been permitted 
to play inside the temple at all and why no one had been overseeing the temple at the 
time. It demanded the names and ages of the boys involved, and as well as the names of 
their parents.265 In 1793, in a commotion over grabbing the last bit of prasād266 
(consecrated food remains) as it was being handed out on a festival day in a Krishna 
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266 The inner sanctum of Vaishnav temples, where the chief Krishna idol was housed, can fill up 
with jostling crowds eager to gain audience (darshan) with the deity and gain his blessings 
(Gaston 1994, 255-256). It is not hard to imagine that on a festival day, the chaotic crowd in this 
temple in eighteenth-century Phalodhi got out of hand. For a discussion of prasād, and food more 






temple, a crown official in Phalodhi flung the sacred prasād into the air.267 When 
informed of this by its reporters, the crown ordered an inquiry into why such an 
indiscretion occurred.268 The crown, similarly, ordered an inquiry into an allegation 
against a temple worker of molesting a mahājan woman on a temple’s premises. The 
crown took issue with the occurrence of this indiscretion inside a temple (“īṇ tarai 
mandar meṃ beadbī karai” or “he misbehaves in this manner in a temple”).269 
These bits of information, scattered in the judicial and legislative decrees of the 
Marwar crown, are indicative of a wider phenomenon that had been underway in western 
Rajasthan as well as in other rājpūt principalities across north and central India. 
Madhukar Shah (r. 1552-92) of the Bundela kingdom of Orchha in central India chose to 
affiliate with Vaishnav devotionalism, leaving behind his predecessors’ adherence to 
Shaktic modes of religious practice.270 In western India, the Kachhvaha ruler, Prithviraj, 
of Amer in eastern Rajasthan shifted his patronage to the monastic Vaishnav order of the 
Ramanandis in the early sixteenth century, disavowing the nath yogis that the 
Kachhvahas had earlier been followers of.271 His successor, Raja Bhagvandas, is said to 
have taken initiation into the Chaitanyite sect and, as discussed in chapter one, laid the 
foundations of generous rājpūt patronage of Vaishnav sectarian religiosity on a 
subcontinental scale. His son Mansingh too formally joined the Chaitanyutes. Another 
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leading rājpūt house, the Sisodias of Udaipur, as well as an array of minor courts such as 
the Rathors of Kishangarh embraced Vaishnav sectarian affiliation between the sixteenth 
and eighteenth centuries.  
In Jodhpur, Maharaja Ajit Singh (r. 1707-24) constructed two Krishna temples, of 
Ghanshyamji and Muknayakji and his son, Abhai Singh (r. 1724-49) built the temple of 
Sita Ram Ji.272 The relationship between courts and sects then extended beyond royal 
patronage. Some rulers took initiation into particular Vaishnav sects, as demonstrated 
above. In the case of Jodhpur, Maharaja Vijai Singh (r. 1752-93) was the first king to 
formally join the Vallabh Sampraday, a sect that was already influential among merchant 
communities in his domain.273 He took initiation into the sect in 1766.274 His favorite 
consort, Gulab Rai, too is said to have been a member of the Vallabh Sampraday. 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as Krishna devotion, albeit in a 
“vulgate” form – that is, not centered around organized sects – made inroads into the 
region, the religious landscape of Marwar was dotted with local deities whose legends 
attributed to them acts of martial courage or the performance of miracles. In the region, 
Ramdevji, Gogaji, Pabuji, Harbuji, and Tejaji are collectively known as the pānch pīr or 
five saints, and continue to be worshipped in western India even today.275 A study of the 
ritual, liturgy, and devotional literature around Ramdevji attributes to this sect a Nizari 
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Shia origin276, dating back to the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries, a period in which 
western Rajasthan and Sindh were the sites of Shia missionary activity.277 Groups such as 
the Aipanthis, Bishnois, Satpanthis, Kundapanthis, and others displayed an overlap with 
Islamic practice until as late as the end of the nineteenth century.278 Nath yogis, subsets of 
whom were known for heterodoxy and the inclusion of ‘low’ castes, were another locus 
of religious practice in early modern Marwar. Worship of the female divine, Shaktism, 
was widespread and an assortment of female deities such as Karni Mata and Hinglaj Mata 
were venerated as kul devīs (clan goddesses). Up until at least the end of seventeenth 
century, the Rathor rulers of Marwar favored tantric and shaktic modes of religious 
practice.  
It is likely that devotion towards a formless divine, that is nirguṇī bhakti, also 
gained popularity from the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries. Verses in the voice of 
Kabir, Dhanna, Dadu Dayal, and other poet-saints of the nirguna bhakti tradition 
circulated across North India in these centuries. Jainism remained a vibrant locus of 
religious activity, its followers being largely associated with mercantile activity and a 
command over such important administrative skills as accounting and writing. 
Islam had made inroads into Marwar, with Sindh, lying just to the west of 
Marwar, having been conquered by Muhammad bin Qasim in the eighth century. From 
the fourteenth century onwards, evidence indicates that segments of artisanal castes had 
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become Muslim. The inscriptional record pointing to the influence of Islam upon sections 
of the artisanal community is even richer for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
testifying to mosque building and repair by artisanal donors.279 In the Mughal period, 
mid- and low-ranked rājpūts groups too were drawn to Islam.280  
Vaishnavism, on the other hand, prescribed worship by means of selfless devotion 
to a divine who was conceived of as an avatar (manifestation) of the deity Vishnu, such 
as Rama or Krishna. As shown in the previous chapter, Krishna worship became the 
dominant form of Vaishnav devotionalism from the sixteenth century onwards, 
popularized by the organized activities of the increasingly influential and wealthy 
Vallabh and Gaudiya Sampradays. Vaishnav bhakti competed with other religious modes 
for patronage and followers. This competition forced the leaders of Vaishnav 
communities to define themselves in opposition to other religious rivals. In the sixteenth 
century, Vaishnavs worked to assert divergences from the nāth yogīs and shāktas 
(goddess worshippers).281 In Marwar’s atmosphere of religious diversity, the Krishnaite 
Vallabh Sampraday started to gain a following especially among trading communities. 
Merchants from the region maintained active links with Gujarat, a region that had been 
the site of growing Krishna worship since the fifteenth century and which had been a 
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magnet for the proselytizing activities of leaders of the Vallabh Sampraday. Gujarat and 
Marwar were closely linked regions, tied together not only by geography but also by the 
circulation of merchants, ruling elites, and other folk.282 Brāhmaṇs in Marwar too were 
drawn to Krishna devotion and by the eighteenth century, an upwardly mobile 
community of agriculturists, the jāṭs, many of whom formed the upper peasantry of 
Marwar, also gravitated towards Krishna worship.283 In these centuries, Krishna devotion 
drew artisanal communities of relatively low social and economic status such as 
shoemakers, oilpressers, and textile printers.  
From the late seventeenth century onwards, the growing popularity of Vaishnav 
religiosity in general and the Vallabh Sampraday in particular received a further boost in 
Rajasthan. Until the 1670s, the Vallabh Sampraday’s most sacred Krishna idol, Shri 
Nathji284, had been located in Govardhan, near the holy city of Brindavan in the western 
                                                       
282 The regions of Jalor and Idar lay on the political frontier between the two regions while 
Śrimali merchants, along with other mercantile communities, had a long history of migrating 
from Marwar into Gujarat (Sreenivasan 2004; Sheikh 2010, 66, 67-68, 88). In the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, a brother of Zafar Khan, the founder of the Gujarat Sultanate, established a 
small sultanate around the town of Nagaur. The two polities, linked by kinship, maintained ties 
until their collapse in the sixteenth century. 
 
283 The earliest historical references to the jāṭs date back to the 8th century CE, when records 
locate them as a pastoralist group in Sindh. By the sixteenth century, they had emerged as a class 
of cultivators in the western tracts of the Gangetic Plains. Irfan Habib suggests that it was their 
adoption of the Persian wheel, a water-lifting device thathe argues reached the Indian sub-
continent around the fourteenth century, that catalyzed the jāṭs’ transformation into a class of 
cultivators from the pastoralists they had earlier been (Habib 1976). 
 
284 This Shri Nathji icon is a low-relief quadrangular stone slab whose origin is unknown. Its 
worship is thought to date back to the ancient period when Buddhism was popular in the Mathura 
region. In the Vallabh Sampraday’s iconography, Shri Nathji is represented with the mouth of a 
cave framing his body, his left hand raised above his head with his palm turned backward as 
though he is pushing himself out of the cave, and with a bundle of lotus stalks tucked under his 
right armpit. This representation evokes the mythology associated with Mount Govardhan, 
located near Brindavan, which local residents worshipped as holy. In the course of the 




Gangetic plain. It was in the care of the descendants of the eldest son of Viṭṭhal, the son 
of Vallabh, who had inherited the most eminent of the many shares that sectarian 
leadership became split into. In 1669, however, due to a perceived threat to its safety, the 
leaders of the first house secreted the Krishna idol out of Braj. They turned towards the 
rājpūt kingdoms of Rajasthan, looking for a new site on which to settle their lord. The 
different ruling houses of Rajasthan were reduced to a bidding war of sorts to win over 
the refuge-seeking deity. Of them, it was Raj Singh (r. 1653-80) of Mewar, already a 
Vallabh initiate, whose generous grant of a jāgīr (revenue assignment) and perceived 
military strength won over Sri Nathji’s Vallabhite caretakers, the first house of the 
Vallabhites. They built a new temple in the town of Sinhad, now renamed Nathdwara, 
(“The Portal of the Lord”) which became Shri Nathji’s dwelling place. The other six 
houses of the Vallabhites, each in charge of a key Krishna idol (svarūps or ‘own true 
form’), too left Braj in this period, with five settling down in different parts of Rajasthan 
and one in Surat in Gujarat. From this point on Nathdwara specifically and Rajasthan 
more broadly became the locus of Krishnaite pilgrimage and sectarian activity for the 
numerous devotees of the Vallabh Sampraday. For the kingdoms that successfully drew 
the chief idols of the sect to settle down in their domains, especially Mewar in which Sri 
Nathji was installed, this change translated into increased prestige as well as added 
revenues from the constant traffic of pilgrims.285 
                                                                                                                                                                     
region, perpetuating the myth that with the arrival of this or that sectarian leader on the earth, 
Krishna, until then dwelling inside the mountain, emerged out of it and presented himself to his 
devotees (Vaudeville 1996, 158-186, 189). 
 





Rajasthan soon emerged as the geographical center of Vallabh sectarian activity, 
drawing greater patronage from the region’s ruling houses and co-opting smaller loci of 
Krishna devotionalism.286 The Chaitanyites too spirited their key idols to the kingdom of 
Jaipur in 1669 and Maharaja Jai Singh accorded them a place at the heart of his capital 
city, symbolically elevating them to a place of close proximity to his political 
authority.287 The geographical relocation to Rajasthan helped cement the ties between 
kingly authority and Krishna worship in its sectarian form.  
The Sisodiya maharāṇās (rulers) of Udaipur gave the status of spiritual preceptors 
to the brāhmaṇ leaders of the Kankroli house of the Vallabh Sampraday. They also 
oversaw the coronation ceremonies of the Kachhvaha rulers of Jaipur. They regularly 
traveled to Jaipur to oversee the celebration of important festivals. The Rathor rulers of 
the principality of Kishangarh too were ardent Vallabhite devotees.288 The leaders of the 
first (Nathdwara) and Kankroli houses frequently visited with successive rulers of 
Kishangarh and oversaw state-supported proselytizing activities in the kingdom. In 1723, 
Savant Singh, who went on to rule Kishangarh from 1748-57, was so inspired by the 
Vallabhite message that he began to compose poetry dedicated to Krishna under the name 
Nāgarīdās.289 In 1712, the king of Kota, Bhim Singh I, took initiation into the Vallabh 
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Sampraday and deemed a Krishna idol the tutelary deity of the kingdom.290 In 1738, the 
Nathdwara house of the Vallabhs installed a subsidiary deity in Kota, strengthening its 
ties with the kingdom.291  
Vallabhite sectarian leadership actively worked to translate its ties with ruling 
elites into property rights and fiscal privileges. The initial grant of the revenues of 
Nathdwara and its vicinity to the first house of the Vallabhs was turned, by royal feat, in 
1737 into permanent ownership of those lands. This was a turning point, turning the first 
house of the Vallabhites from a devotional community into a revenue collector and 
landowner. In 1778, Maharana Bhim Singh formalized through a royal edict the first 
house’s right to collect revenue from the lands it held and in 1809, in addition to waiving 
royal claims on duties and other taxes in Nathdwara lands, he granted the head of the first 
house the right to give sanctuary to anyone he pleased.292 
While Jodhpur did not draw any of the key idols to settle down in its territories, 
perhaps due to the lack of enthusiasm with which Maharaja Jasvant Singh responded to 
sectarian overtures in the late seventeenth century, by the eighteenth century Jodhpur too 
enthusiastically participated in the royal display of munificence towards the Vallabhites, 
as indicated by Maharaja Vijai Singh’s taking formal initiation into sect.293 Between 1781 
and 1786, Maharaja Vijai Singh granted revenues from fifteen villages for the upkeep of 
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Nathdwara.  He also granted revenues from ten villages for the upkeep of the Kankroli 
house.294 
Scholars have noted the increasingly close relationship between kingly authority 
and Vaishnav sectarianism from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries and have 
commented upon its impact upon the organization, philosophy, and self-representation of 
the sects.295 Some others have sought explanations for the shift towards a more exclusive 
patronage of Vaishnavism, noting that it was at the expense of earlier loci of courtly 
patronage.296 In the case of Marwar, Nandita Sahai presents Maharaja Vijai Singh’s 
affiliation with the Vallabh Sampraday as an attempt to gain legitimacy in the eyes of 
‘low’ caste and artisanal subjects.297 This assessment, however, is predicated on an 
understanding of the Vallabh Sampraday as egalitarian in thought and practice, owing 
perhaps to the popular association of bhakti (devotionalism) more broadly with anti-caste 
and heterodox proclamations. Research on the Vallabh Sampraday and other leading 
Krishnaite sects of the early modern period, however, presents a picture that is at odds 
with the egalitarianism that Sahai attributes to them. Far from fostering egalitarianism 
and heterodoxy, Krishna devotionalism as preached by the Vallabh and Gaudiya sects by 
the eighteenth century upheld a deeply hierarchical view of the world.  
In reaction to the multiplicity of voices, languages, and traditions that had become 
actors in the lively domain of Vaishnav devotion, by the latter half of the seventeenth 
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century, brāhmaṇs favoring a more orthodox reading of scripture tried to reassert their 
hold upon the recitation and performance that undergirded the ritual life of bhakti 
communities in north India.298 This ‘brāhmaṇization’ of Vaishnav thought and practice 
was given greater momentum by the growing proximity between kingly power and 
Vaishnavism, a process that gained further impetus after the center of Vaishnav 
sectarianism shifted to Rajasthan from Braj in the late seventeenth century. The historical 
journey of the center of Vaishnav religiosity from Mughal to rājpūt territory transformed 
both kingship and Vaishnavism. Integration into courtly patronage and power structures 
strengthened the hierarchical impulse within the Vaishnavite sects while new 
articulations of kingship, such as that of the king as mother (to infant Krishna), emerged 
in this period. 
In the early eighteenth century, the kingdom of Amer under the reign of Maharaja 
Jai Singh II (r. 1700-1743) was the site of the re-casting of the leading Vaishnav sects 
into greater conformity with Vedic and Shastric norms.299 With the collapse of the 
Mughal Empire, the leaders of prominent Vaishnav sects shifted the centers of their 
sectarian activity to various rājpūt kingdoms.300 Once there, they continued to compete 
with each other for royal patronage. In the case of Amer under Jai Singh II, this meant a 
proving of their credentials in orthodox terms, that is, within the framework of 
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brahmanical interpretations of the Vedas.301 At the same time, political pressure at the 
court of Jai Singh II had compelled the theologians of the leading Vaishnav sects to set 
aside their differences in order to agree upon what they had in common.302 The early 
eighteenth century Kacchvaha king sought to “discipline the practice of bhakti,” working 
to bring public religious practice in his domain in line with the Vedic ideals he pursued in 
his performance of kingship.303 In the process, they laid “the ‘blueprint’ for an orthodox 
expression of sectarian Vaishnavism”304 and the idea of four sampradays, separate but 
linked to each other and claiming descent from forebears in the ancient south, was 
“enacted into state policy.”305 This translated into faithfulness towards the varnāśrama 
dharma (prescribing obedience to Shastric strictures on caste) along with the excision, 
over time, of sects and strands that resisted Vedic orthodoxy.  By the mid-eighteenth 
century, then, their close proximity with political power had transformed the leading 
Vaishnav sects, forcing them to find common ground and aligning them more closely 
with Vedic and Shastric prescriptions. Alongside, what emerged was a far more unified 
conception of the Vaishnav religious past and present. This weaving of the multiple and 
diverse strands of Vaishnav religious thought and practice into a much more singular 
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fabric, as it occurred in early eighteenth century Jaipur, was quickly transferred across the 
region through the institutional networks of the leading sects. It may have contributed to 
the idea of a shared religious identity among Vaishnavs of different hues, one that cut 
across the boundaries of sect. 
It appears that rather than attempting to appear egalitarian in the eyes of its more 
ordinary subjects, it was some other impulse that drove Vijai Singh and other rulers of the 
age to align so publicly and formally with sectarian Vaishnavism. It is far more likely that 
an articulation of Vaishnav identity, given its subcontinental reach and prestige as 
demonstrated in the previous chapter, was simultaneously the declaration of a claim to a 
cosmopolitan kingship.306 At a more practical level, the flourishing of Vaishnav sectarian 
pilgrimage sites in one’s domain could give rise to a significant source of revenue.307 
Thirdly, Vaishnav sectarian leadership, especially of the Vallabh Sampraday, emerged by 
the latter half of the eighteenth century as significant mediators of political relationships 
between the different courts of Rajasthan who were their patrons and followers. 
Nathdwara emerged as a site where Rajasthani kings would gather and where sectarian 
leaders would help resolve disputes and forge new alliances.308 Generous patronage and 
active membership of the Vallabh Sampraday in the eighteenth century then allowed the 
rājpūt kings of Rajasthan access to a powerful and well-connected political figure in his 
own right by that time, the head of the first house of the Vallabhites. Lastly, the high 
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esteem in which the merchants of western India held the Vallabh sect and Krishna 
devotion was perhaps an added impetus to the rulers of the time in declaring formal 
allegiance to sectarian Vaishnavism. The merchants were an influential constituency 
within their domains and one upon whom the kings themselves were dependent. Could it 
be that the rājpūt kings of western India saw political gain in sharing bonds of sectarian 
identity with the wealthy merchants who were their creditors? 
Merchants in Early Modern Marwar 
The societal changes that the growing proximity between temporal authority and 
Vaishnavism caused are yet to receive scholarly attention. For, it was not just kings that 
were drawn to the Krishna devotional fold but a wider section of Marwari society. In 
particular, members of mercantile castes had gravitated towards Krishnaite sects in large 
numbers. The Vallabh Sampraday especially had from the outset drawn a substantial 
section of its following among merchants.309 In its administration of social life, the 
political agenda of guiding state action reflects an alignment with that of its elite subjects, 
the merchants.  
The numerous castes that made up the broad category of “mahājan” and “baniyā” 
(merchants and moneylenders) were wealthy and active participants not just in Vaishnav 
sectarian life but also in the public domain in general. In the course of the early modern 
period, the Marwari merchants had fanned out across the Indian subcontinent and 
beyond, transmitting the goods and capital generated by the unprecedented integration of 
the globe that marked this epoch. Using ties of kinship and caste, these merchants created 
networks that could efficiently and safely transmit money across long distances, amassing 
                                                       




large amounts of wealth along the way. By the eighteenth century, Marwari merchants 
dominated sub-continental monetary flows. In these same centuries, Marwari merchants, 
along with merchants from across western India, were drawn into the Vallabh sect in 
droves.   
The mercantile castes of the time included not just customarily trading castes 
classed as ‘mahājan’ or ‘banīyā’ but also brāhmaṇ communities from the region that had 
become active participants in the burgeoning trade. The Palliwal brāhmaṇs, in particular, 
had profited immensely from their participation in long-distance trade. They had 
prospered so much that an early nineteenth-century was left with the impression that the 
Palliwal brāhmaṇs were “next to the lordly Rājpūts, equaling them in number and far 
surpassing them in wealth.”310 
Another significant section among Marwari merchants consisted of Jains, that is 
groups that were adherents of Jainism, a religion founded in the 6th century BCE to 
challenge the hegemonic norms of ancient brahmanism. By the eighteenth century CE, 
however, practitioners of the religion consisted largely of merchants and in Marwar, the 
boundary between Jain and Vaishnav mercantile groups was a blurred one.311 Members 
of the Jain and Vaishnav trading castes married across the religious divide and 
maintained commercial ties.312 They shared the same ethical beliefs, including an 
emphasis upon strict adherence to non-violence and vegetarianism. 
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 The societal changes unleashed by the growing influence of Krishna 
devotionalism upon the crown was given greater edge and coherence by the many bonds 
that tied the state to this local elite. The state’s high-level functionaries, both in the 
capital and provincial localities, were drawn from the literate mercantile and priestly 
castes, as shown in the previous chapter. These ties were only strengthened by the shared 
rituals, spaces, and beliefs that Krishna devotionalism offered. The following discussion 
will elucidate how eighteenth century Marwar saw a conjunction of forces that unleashed 
unprecedented efforts to re-shape Marwari society. 
State Patronage and Temple-Centric Devotion 
In the Rathor kingdom, Vaishnav devotionalism had already drawn into its fold 
large sections of Marwari society by the eighteenth century. This devotionalism found 
expression, among other ways, in the construction of temples (ṭhākurdvāro313, devro, or 
devsthān) by mahājan traders, brāhmaṇ priests, jāṭ agriculturists and a few artisanal 
communities such as textile printers, shoemakers, tailors and oilpressers. The 
construction, maintenance, and operation of a temple, however, was an expensive 
undertaking and records indicate that state patronage was indispensable for the 
flourishing of temple-centric devotion in these times. In the late eighteenth century, the 
Rathor state actively facilitated Vaishnav temple construction through the grant of land to 
build them on, as well as of revenue to pay for the temples’ construction, maintenance 
and personnel. 
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Under Vijai Singh, the Rathor state undertook the construction and patronage of 
temples dedicated to Krishna and other avatars of Vishnu. For instance, it built a temple 
in a village in Parbatsar district in 1789, to which it assigned, among other productive 
resources, 200 bīghās of rain-fed land.314 When the temple sought to expand its revenue 
base, it ran up against the local jagirdar315 whose labor supply was disrupted due to the 
temple’s agricultural undertakings. In resolving this dispute, the crown ordered the 
jagirdar to back off while ordering the temple to restrict its labor pool to those peasants 
that came within the jurisdiction of its lands.316 By sponsoring Vaishnav temple 
construction, Vijay Singh sought to win the approval of his subjects, many of whom had 
been caught up in the rising tide of Krishna devotion over the past century or so. 
Significant among these were the merchants, a segment whose membership of the 
Vallabh Sampraday was notable since the sect’s inception. 
The crown not only initiated temple building activities but also supported the 
temple building endeavors of its subjects. Of these, the merchants and moneylenders only 
needed the state’s help if they ran into non-monetary obstacles, for they had the resources 
necessary to undertake temple construction. This is illustrated by an episode in 1787 
when the crown commanded its officers in Merta to help a Bajaj moneylender collect his 
dues from his debtors so that he could complete the construction of temple to Raghunathji 
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(Ram) that had stalled due a lack of funds.317 When a group of mahājans in Parbatsar 
trying to build a temple to Shri Chaturbhujji (Vishnu) faced the refusal of the local 
jagirdar to part with construction material that the latter was entitled to, the crown 
overruled the jagirdar’s rights and ordered him to give up his claims over the stone so 
that the mahājans could use these for the temple.318  
Other, less prosperous subjects, too petitioned the crown for help with building 
and running temples. A plot from state-owned land (khālisā) in Nagaur town was granted 
to a delegation of brāhmaṇs for this purpose.319 In a show of generosity, the crown 
encouraged its officers to exceed the exact measurements specified in the order if they 
deemed it necessary.320 In 1771, a brāhmaṇ prevented a bhagat321 from building a temple 
in Nagaur because he claimed that the land on which it was going to be built was his. 
When faced with the bhagat’s contention that its previous owner had willed him the land, 
the state dismissed the brāhmaṇ’s plea.322 A jāṭ from a village in Merta asked the state 
for help when other residents of his village objected to his building a temple on 
communal land.323 The state threw its weight behind the jāṭ’s efforts to build a temple on 
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that spot and announced that if the villagers persisted in opposing it, the jāṭ should be 
assigned some land in the village from the state’s own tracts for the building of the 
temple.324 Another jāṭ, of Parbatsar pargana, asked the state for help with accessing 
marble for the decoration of a temple he had built in his village. The state not only 
sanctioned the delivery of the requested materials to the jāṭ but also ordered the 
reimbursement of his expenses.325 A bhagat devotee’s appeal for aid to support the daily 
offering of foodstuffs to the deity in the Raghunathji (Ram) temple at which he worked 
was approved in 1788.326 
In contrast to the eagerness of the state to support Krishna or Vishnu temples with 
grants of land and money, when a rangrez (dyer) from Merta complained of his land 
being occupied by a temple adjacent to it, the state merely ordered the verification of his 
claim and made no promises of redress or reimbursement.327  
The repair of existing temples was yet another goal that won the crown’s support. 
In 1777, the crown commanded its officers in Koliya pargana to estimate the cost of 
repairing a Vaishnav temple (to Thakurji Raghunathraiji, or Ram) that, much to the 
chagrin of the crown, had fallen into disrepair.328 It also ordered the mahājans of the area 
who had built a new temple (devro) in the area that they mounted with a flag, to bear the 
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responsibility of mounting both the temples, old and new, with flags.329 The state 
sanctioned a one-time tax of two rupees per head on the landlords of Merta pargana to 
raise money for the repair of a temple.330 A temple to Murlidhar (Krishna) in Nagaur 
received state support for its renovation project.331 Despite the allocation of a portion of 
the local tax revenue for the construction of a new temple in Maroth town, crown 
officials were dismayed to find that the construction never took off.332 Frustrated at the 
incomplete temple, the crown identified the low-level functionary whom it held 
responsible for the delay and had him fined.333  
Merchants played a prominent role in the growing sphere of Vaishnav activity in 
Marwar. Members of the mahājan community appear to have taken the lead in initiating 
and supporting temple construction. Groups of mahājans in Parbatsar, Koliya and Nagaur 
and a mahājan moneylender (in Merta) show up in the historical record as playing an 
active role in the construction, upkeep and renovation of temples.334  Mahājans also took 
over leading roles in the Dadupanth, a sect that had emerged around the teachings of the 
poet Dadu (d. 1603). Pragdas (d. 1631) and Sundardas (1596-1689), were disciples of 
Dadu’s, who were born into mahājan families and who rose to become leaders, as poets 
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and philosophers, of the Dadupanthi communities based in Fatehpur and Didwana (in 
eastern Rajasthan and Marwar, respectively).335 In the seventeenth century, the 
Dadupanthi community retained a loyal following among mahājans, receiving generous 
patronage from them.336  
The proliferation of temple-centric devotion was a boon to the priestly 
community. Apart from occasionally initiating temple construction337, brāhmaṇs were 
beneficiaries of the expansion in Vaishnav devotionalism and its patronage by the state 
since they were appointed as key functionaries in Vaishnav temples. For instance, 
brāhmaṇ Chhuram Mishra was in charge of reciting religious verses at six temples in 
Maroth, in return for which he was paid a taka per day from the state treasury.338 At a 
newly built temple to Shri Shyamji (Krishna) in Merta, a Vyas brāhmaṇ was appointed to 
recite tales from Krishna’s life (kathā vāchaṇ).339 The crown allocated a monthly salary 
of 2 ṭakās to the brāhmaṇ which was to be paid from the pargana’s treasury.340 Brāhmaṇ 
Rupram was employed in a temple in Sambhar town and Mishra Ramdas recited verses at 
the temple of Ṭhākurjī Shri Naval Bihariji (Krishna) in Nagaur.341 In Merta, three Vyas 
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brāhmaṇs serviced a Chaturbhuj (Vishnu) temple and the crown recognized, in 1775, 
their sons as rightful inheritors of the office of kathā-reader. Pleased with the family, the 
crown marked them out as recipients of similar offices in the surrounding villages of the 
pargana.342 In Maroth, Purohit Mishra Hariram held the office of kathā-reader at a local 
temple, along with the attendant grants.343 These posts were frequently hereditary which 
consolidated the grip of brāhmaṇs on the ritual leadership of local Vaishnav 
communities.344  Rathor administrators’ confirmation of the monopoly of kathā recitation 
in the hands of brāhmaṇs is noteworthy when read in the context of research pointing to 
the role of non-brāhmaṇ groups such as kāyasths, Muslims, and Ahīrs in sixteenth 
century Avadh in the composition and performance of Krishna kathās.345 If in earlier 
times and in other places, the composition and performance of Krishna tales was not 
restricted only to brāhmaṇs and to temples, in eighteenth-century Marwar, it appears that 
local communities and Rathor officials privileged the hold of brāhmaṇs as performers 
and of temples as sites over Krishna kathās. 
The flourishing of Vaishnav activity throughout north and central India at this 
time may have created a demand for brāhmaṇ priests which fuelled mobility. A brāhmaṇ 
from a village in Merta moved to Alwar in the neighboring kingdom of Bharatpur, pulled 
by the demand for priests in the temples built there by its rulers (“uṭhai jāṭ rī sirkār su 
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mandar karāy dīyo chhai jaṭhai sevā karūṃ chhūṃ”).346 Employment at a temple was 
lucrative and this is indicated by several disputes that occur between brāhmaṇs in which 
a brāhmaṇ tries to encroach onto another’s responsibilities and remuneration at a local 
temple.347  
It was not just brāhmaṇs and mahājans but members of other castes that also 
show up in the record as initiators of temple-building activity. State funds supported a 
rājpūt woman’s work as a water carrier at a Lakshminarayan (Vishnu) temple in Jodhpur 
and, in recognition of her dedication, her salary was doubled to two rupees a month in 
1793.348 From a more middling caste background, a jāṭnī (agriculturist), Kani, willed her 
plot of land to bhagat Dvarkadasji (whose very name evokes his devotion to Krishna) for 
the construction of a temple.349 Jāṭ Bhiva of a village in Merta district tried to build a 
temple on communal property350 and jāṭ Tinku built a temple in his village in Parbatsar 
district.351 
The trading community of the mahājans joined hands with brāhmaṇs to 
spearhead the growth of sectarian Vaishnavism in Marwar. Temples acted as key sites in 
the consolidation of the Vaishnav community, drawing mahājan patrons and brāhmaṇ 
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priests into everyday and localized bonds of the shared practice of ritual and resource 
management. Mahājans organized communal efforts to initiate and fund temple 
construction and to approach the state for help whenever it was necessary. Brāhmaṇs 
occupied prominent positions in the temples, such as kathā-reciter, thereby gaining 
centrality and leadership in temple-centric local Vaishnav communities. Brāhmaṇs also 
benefitted economically from holding such positions, receiving a hereditary claim over 
these offices for their descendants, along with land, wells, and salaries from the state 
exchequer. The active support of the resources and political authority of the state only 
strengthened the prestige and prominence of the Vaishnav community in Marwar. This 
discussion of the proximity between state power, Vaishnavism, and locally dominant 
castes in the towns and villages of eighteenth century Marwar raises the question of the 
impact that this process had on community, identity, and hierarchy in early modern 
Marwar. 
A Politics of Sacred Space 
As a site of ascendant Vaishnavism, eighteenth century Marwar saw efforts to 
delineate sacred spaces only accessible to the ritually ‘pure.’  The artisanal and service 
communities that were marginalized from sectarian life by these efforts put up a stiff 
resistance. Yet, quite frequently the state’s intervention allowed the exclusionary efforts 
to carry the day. The weight of crown allegiance when added to Vaishnav 
devotionalism’s existing support base of the wealthy and land-owning sections of 
Marwari society, tipped the balance in favor of the latter groups’ imagination of an ideal 
community of devotees. It was this period that saw the forging of a new identity – that of 




‘Hindu’ in the records of the eighteenth century Marwari administration. The expansion 
of this new community was accompanied by the construction of new spaces and rituals 
that, with the support of the kingdom’s elite and the monarch, were imbued with an aura 
of privilege. These spaces forged a new, very visible public, but did so by marking off as 
inadmissible the bearers of Muslim or low caste identity. The community of ‘high’ caste 
Krishna bhaktas (devotees), on the other hand, was woven closer together through the 
sharing of these sacred spaces and rituals. 
All this seems inconsistent with the known instances of ‘low’-caste membership 
of Vaishnav devotional communities. Fifteenth and sixteenth century poet-saints such as 
Kabir, Dadu Dayal, and Raidas, a weaver, cotton carder, and leatherworker respectively 
played a foundational role in the popularization of devotionalism. However, incidents 
recorded in the archival records from the period demonstrate that even though certain 
artisanal communities, such as shoemakers, textile printers, and potters, in Rajasthan 
were drawn to Vaishnav devotionalism since at least the seventeenth century, during the 
eighteenth century they were pushed to the margins of sectarian social life. In 1786, a 
Vaishnav temple in Merta was the site of a conflict over the place of shoemakers in 
devotional practice. In late October, the crown received notice that the shoemakers of 
Merta received the temple deity’s audience from a location that was close to the deity. 
Further, the shoemakers were dipping their hands into the bowl of saffron that was used 
for communal devotional practice. Taking a firm tone, the crown asked why these 
transgressions had been permitted in Merta and decreed that the shoemakers were to only 




touching the bowl of saffron.352 A month later, a delegation of shoemakers (mochīs) from 
Merta town placed a petition before the crown in Jodhpur in which they argued that they 
had customarily (sadāmand) enjoyed the privileges of having an audience with the 
temple’s deity from within the temple, anointing their foreheads with the temple’s 
saffron, and having holy water sprinkled upon them by the temple’s priest.353 In a 
departure from this established practice, the shoemakers of Merta had been unexpectedly 
presented with an order (sanad) from the local officers of the state that commanded them 
to offer their prayers to the deity while standing outside the temple, and to refrain from 
touching the temple’s saffron.354 The shoemakers protested against this and cited past 
practice as a grounds on which to quash this order.355 In response to this appeal, the state 
ordered the continuation of whatever was customarily permitted to the shoemakers within 
the temple though it did decree that both holy water and the temple’s saffron were to be 
given to the shoemakers only from a distance.356 That is, the shoemakers were forbidden 
from touching the temple’s saffron even though they had been doing so until then. If any 
shoemaker was found to have touched the saffron, he was to be fined.357  
It is likely that the shoemakers’ account of prior practice was true because when 
the issue re-surfaced, the language of custom was quickly forgotten. To make matters 
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worse for the shoemakers, the crown was evidently in favor of the attempt to push the 
shoemakers to the outermost periphery of the Vaishnav devotional community, since the 
initial order to implement this change came from the crown itself.358 Despite the state’s 
support for the primacy of custom, the shoemakers had to return to Jodhpur a month later 
to request the state to reiterate its earlier order defending their right to participate more 
fully in Vaishnav devotional life.359 Interestingly, by this point, a shift in the state’s 
attitude towards the shoemakers is visible. Instead of standing completely by its earlier 
order, the state quietly set aside the question of custom and in its new decree on the 
matter, it merely reiterated the portion of its earlier decree that only permitted the 
shoemakers to receive holy water and saffron from a distance (ūparāṃ su devo karsī).360 
Siding now with the move to push the shoemakers to the margins of the community, the 
crown declared that the shoemakers and all the other artisanal and low service castes (pūṇ 
jāti) were no longer permitted to offer prayers from within the inner portion of the 
temple.361 They were to do so from a point that was at a remove from the deity, the 
navchaukī of the temple.362  
In the face of this onslaught upon their participation in the community of 
devotees, the shoemakers fought to hold onto whatever little they could. Two years later, 
in 1788, the shoemakers had to return to the crown to request that they be allowed to 
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offer worship within the norms that the crown had laid down for them – that is, from a 
distance and with the receipt of saffron and holy water.363 It appears that members of the 
local community would not be satisfied with anything less than fulfilling the original 
impulse of pushing the shoemakers outside the temple. In this context, the crown put out 
a final decree in which it cited the authority of three Gosain leaders of the Vaishnav 
community to insist that the shoemakers be allowed to worship inside the temple, though 
from a distance.364 Notably, in the span of these two years custom was re-figured and in 
this order, the practice of worshiping as well as receiving saffron from a distance was 
described as customary for the shoemakers even though two years ago this had been a 
departure from past practice. The crown cited the authority of custom – now molded to fit 
the contours of the crown’s ruling – in addition to that of Vaishnav communal leaders to 
demand adherence.365 Resisting this thrust to expel them from the physical and spatial 
body of the Vaishnav devotional community, the shoemakers barely managed to hang on 
to the periphery. That they did manage to hang on at all was due to the stubborn fight that 
they put up against the forces that sought to exclude them. 
Elsewhere in Marwar, as well, there was a push to force artisanal and service 
communities out of the inner circle of Vaishnav religious practice. Locally powerful 
Vaishnav groups that enjoyed the support of local authorities stripped low artisanal and 
service caste Vaishnavs of the prerogatives that they had until then enjoyed. When the 
                                                       









lower caste groups asked the crown in Jodhpur to protect what had been established by 
custom as their right, the crown could at best be expected to put forth an ambiguous order 
that upheld custom but left the interpretation of what was customary to its local officers. 
The shoemakers of Sojhat had built a Krishna temple in their own neighborhood and 
would carry the temple idol’s carriage during the annual procession during the monsoon 
festival of Jhulna Igyaras. In 1787, the shoemakers were prevented from carrying the 
idol.366 Citing custom, they asked the state to intervene in their favor. The state responded 
by ordering that if the shoemakers’ claims to this customary prerogative were found to be 
true, then local officers should uphold this prerogative.367 A year later, the shoemakers of 
Sojhat were again prevented from carrying the Krishna idol during the annual procession 
and as a result, petitioned the state again for help.368 Once more, the state ordered that if 
the shoemakers should not be prevented from carrying the idol during the procession if 
they had always done so.369 This episode illustrates the thrust from local elites towards 
peripheralizing low castes from the religious community, though in this case the state 
forestalled the attempt. 
In 1786, news reached the crown that in a Vaishnav temple in Jodhpur town, a 
vessel of offerings made to the deity by a tailor (darjī) and an oilpresser (ghānchī) had 
been placed before the deity without removing the foodstuff from the original vessels.370 
                                                       












Alarmed, the crown ordered an inquiry into this grave mistake of placing the offerings 
before the deity in the tailor and oilpressers’ vessels and commanded that two months’ 
salary be deducted from the priest responsible for committing it.371  
Despite the association of devotionalism especially in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries with anti-caste thought and with a large following among artisanal groups, by 
the eighteenth century, localized Vaishnav groups sought to push their artisanal and other 
‘low’-caste members to the margins of communal life. The beginnings of an acceptance 
of caste hierarchies in the leadership of Vaishnav communities can be traced to early the 
seventeenth century. Among the earliest hagiographers of Kabir, Anantadas of late-
sixteenth/early-seventeenth century eastern Rajasthan, recast Kabir’s diatribes against 
goddess-worshippers (shāktas) in terms that introduced a discomfort with ‘low’ caste 
associations.372 Heidi Pauwels attributes this shift to the need of the Ramanandi 
community, a Vaishnav group in eastern Rajasthan, for landed patrons and followers in 
rural Rajasthan.373 In the seventeenth century context, Anantadas retained the emphasis 
on inclusion that had marked devotionalism in its early days. Yet, the new concern with 
caste hierarchy in this seventeenth century Vaishnav hagiography appears to indicate the 
beginning of a changed attitude towards caste in Vaishnav communities. As shown 
above, Vaishnav sects began to increasingly embrace the strictures of caste in the late-
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seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.374 The shift towards a greater adherence to caste 
hierarchy was accelerated by Vaishnav sects’ increasing proximity to royal power. By the 
late eighteenth century, the changed attitude to caste hierarchy within the leadership of 
Vaishnav sects, as illustrated by the instances of social conflict above, led to efforts to 
peripheralize those ‘low’ castes that had earlier been welcome into the Vaishnav fold.  
For Muslims, the expansion of ritual spaces associated with Vaishnav practice and 
their endowment with an aura of power and exclusivity, meant a marginalization from 
new fora of civic and social life. The proliferation of Vaishnavism in association with 
political and social power resulted in the exclusion of Muslims from newly created and 
very prominent arenas of village and town activity. It also resulted in a state supported 
displacement of Muslims from public life and space. 
A member of the local community of devotees in Merta, bairāgaṇ (renunciant) 
Tulchhi, was discovered in 1786 to be Muslim (jāt rī turakaṇī huī nīsrī) and so was 
expelled from the community.375 Despite this, she continued her daily visits and sat 
outside the temple, hoping to be let in. Her efforts at re-inclusion were thwarted when 
Svāmī Ramdas of the temple complained to the Jodhpur crown of being harassed by her 
and appealed for a resolution of the matter. The crown ordered that if she had indeed 
been expelled from the temple and was indeed a Muslim, she should not be allowed to 
enter the temple ever again.376 In a similar situation, the crown’s news gatherers informed 
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it, in the summer of 1784, of an incident on the Vaishnav festival of Narasimha377 
Chaturdashi earlier that year when two Muslims had sat on the parapet of a Krishna 
temple in the vicinity of Nagaur. Seeing no reason for a Muslim to come to the temple, 
the crown decreed that the two Muslims as well as the watchmen from the local chauntrā 
who were responsible for maintenance of order should be fined as punishment for this 
lapse. When jāṭ Tinku complained in 1787 CE to the authorities in Merta town of the 
regular entry by Muslim soldiers into the temple he had built in his village, the authorities 
declared that this was not acceptable (su ṭhīk nahī) and that the village authorities should 
prevent such a transgression from occurring again.  
In 1775, in an act of defiance, some members of the Muslim sipāhī community 
decided to unwind by smoking a hookah inside the recently built Krishna temple in their 
village in Nagaur pargana.378 The temple had been built by extracting, through state 
sanction, unremunerated labor and resources (begār) from the village residents, including 
a sizeable Muslim population, while at the same time prohibiting the entry of Muslims. 
This resulted in the temple becoming a site for the playing out of tensions between the 
village’s Muslim population and the temple’s Vaishnav management. The bhagats in 
charge of the temple immediately approached the crown for help and were rewarded with 
a verdict that ordered the Muslims to keep off the temple premises and also, summarily 
overlooked the resentment the Muslims felt over having had to contribute towards the 
expense of constructing the temple.  
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 It was not merely the entry of Muslims into a Vaishnav temple that was 
proscribed but even their residence in its vicinity was discouraged. So, a Musalmān who 
lived next to a Krishna temple in Merta was ordered to vacate the premises to make room 
for an expansion of the temple’s communal activities.379 In a similar case, coming to the 
aid of bhagat Dayaram and his temple in the Agrawal mahājan quarter of Merta town, 
the crown ordered that an unclaimed plot in an area free of Muslim soldiers be identified 
and handed over to the bhagat. 
 There even are a few instances of spaces that were the sites of Muslim communal 
life becoming the targets of an expanding Vaishnavite public. The qazis (Islamic jurists) 
of Rohal village in Nagaur were forced, in 1789, to appeal to the authorities in Nagaur 
when an administrator of their village, a havāldār, sided with a group of bhagats who 
were intent on turning a Sufi fakir’s hospice into a temple.380 These bhagats had arranged 
a pre-emptive order from the court at Nagaur for permission to build a temple on that 
site.381 In the same year, a Srimali brāhmaṇ asked for permission to build a Vaishnav 
temple near the Jodhpuria Gate of Sojhat town, on the site of what used to be a hospice 
(takīyā) of Muslims but was now just an empty plot since its bricks had been used to 
build fortifications. The permission was granted.382 
 Vaishnav communities had not always been unwelcoming to Muslims in the 
manner witnessed on the ground in eighteenth century Marwar. In preceding centuries, 
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there had been many a crossover between Vaishnavs and Muslims. Kabir and Dadu, 
whose devotional verses became foundational for many a Vaishnav community, were 
born in Muslim families. Raskhan and Rahim (or Abdul Rahim Khan-i-Khanan, who was 
a high-ranking Mughal official) were among the most prominent composers of poetry in 
devotion to Krishna in Brajbhasha in the sixteenth century.  
There also was considerable exchange between practitioners of Sufism and 
Vaishnavism. The Sufi poetic genre of premākhyān drew heavily, among other 
influences, from forms and idioms native to India.383 In 1540, the Avadhi poet Malik 
Muhammad Jayasi wrote a romance, Kanhāvat, in the Sufi masnavī genre, narrating the 
story of Krishna. Francesca Orsini has suggested that Jayasi’s used “coded religious 
vocabulary” in a manner that would have allowed his multi-religious audience to receive 
it both as a Krishna tale as well as a Sufi one.384 In eastern Rajasthan, a poet of the 
devotional Dadupanthi sect, Sundardas (1596-1689) composed verses that drew upon 
Sufi concepts, reflecting perhaps the multiplicity of religious practices that enjoyed a 
following in the region.385 Musical traditions, literary genres, and people moved between 
the boundaries of Vaishnav and Muslim throughout the early modern period. Some 
scholars have even asserted that bhakti itself drew heavily for its most central tenets upon 
Islam.386 
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And yet, by the latter half of the seventeenth century, it is possible to discern a 
discomfort in certain Vaishnav quarters with the acknowledgment of any contact with 
Muslims. For instance, the late-seventeenth-century brāhmaṇ composers of the Bhāgavat 
Mahātmya choose to completely omit any reference to Muslims while narrating the 
history of bhakti.387 In emplotting the history of bhakti onto the geography of the Indian 
subcontinent, the Bhagavat Mahatmya projects the ultimate realization of bhakti not in 
Brindavan, where bhakti’s ‘rebirth’ owed much to Mughal support. In the Mahātmya, 
Bhakti’s ultimate earthly destination lay instead in Haridvar, up in the Himalayas and far 
from the ‘taint’ of Mughal patronage, where “gods and humans could gather in a purely 
Vaishnava mode… a place where Brahmins – Brahmins of the bhakti persuasion – could 
fully call the shots.”388 A similar unease with contact with Muslims can be traced in the 
Vallabh Sampraday’s didactic body of hagiographic literature. Muslim government 
officials who whose generous patrons the sect’s leadership happily accepted are revealed 
in this hagiographic literature to have been brāhmaṇs or ‘daivī jīvas’ (spiritual souls) in 
past live whose inadvertent transgression of a ritual prescription caused them to be reborn 
as Muslims. For instance, the Chaurāsī Vaiṣnavāṁ ki Vārtā discloses that Akbar had 
been a brāhmaṇ in a past birth but had unwittingly swallowed a piece of cow hair while 
drinking milk. This inadvertent consumption of a cow’s hair caused him to be reborn as a 
Muslim.389 
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In the Chaurāsī Vaiṣṇavāṁ kī Vārtā, or Account of Eighty-Four Vaishnavs, 
which is a hagiographical compendium of the first followers of the Vallabh sect, ‘anya’ 
or ‘other’ is a term frequently used to denote other religious groups and figures of 
religious authority. In the episodes compiled in this text, anyāśraya (seeking refuge in 
another) and anyamārgīya (being a follower of another path) are undesirable states, 
although attitudes towards the ‘other’ vary from an assertion of equality with a rival to 
complete rejection.390 The Chaurāsī Vaiṣṇavāṁ kī Vārtā was compiled in 1696, though it 
is thought to consisted of tales orally circulating since the late sixteenth century. The tales 
warn against keeping the company of members of other religious communities, 
worshipping any deity other than Shri Nathji (the Vallabh sect’s primary Krishna idol), or 
discussing Vallabh sectarian beliefs and practices with those of other communities. In 
their capacity as didactic tales, these episodes imparted to Vallabh devotees the 
importance of maintaining the exclusivity of their sect. They instructed Vallabhites to cut 
off all contact from not just Islam but even folk traditions, Shiva worship, even the 
Krishna deities of other Vaishnav sects, and brāhmaṇs who refused to surrender to 
Vallabhite devotion were to be kept a distance from.391  
The Do Sau Bāvan Vaiṣṇavāṁ kī Vārtā or Account of Two Hundred and Fifty 
Two Vaishnavs, whose earliest manuscript copy dates to the late eighteenth century, 
reflects the clearer enunciation of a harsher attitude towards Muslims, with several 
episodes about particular devotees reflecting the importance of staying away from 
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Muslims due to their inferior, ‘mleccha’ (barbarian) status.392 Recognizing the practical 
difficulties for its mobile merchant following to cut off all contact with Muslims, 
Vallabhite hagiographical literature advised them to diligently continue practicing 
Vallabhite ritual towards Krishna and to create a tight network with other Vaishnavs in 
distant lands.393 In the few positive references to Muslims in the late-eighteenth century 
Do Sau Bāvan Vaiṣṇavāṁ kī Vārtā, a complete immersion of even the most ardent of 
Muslim Krishna devotees into the Vallabhite community is avoided. In one instance, a 
Muslim vegetable seller is rewarded for her persistent devotion to Krishna by finally 
being initiated into the Vallabhite community but only on her deathbed. In another 
instance, an insistent Muslim woodcutter is allowed to join the community only if he sits 
at a distance from Guru Viṭṭhalnāth and his followers.394 
This shift in attitudes towards Muslims was perhaps a wider phenomenon in 
eighteenth century South Asia. Brendan LaRocque shows that the heterodox teachings of 
the seventeenth-century founder of the Prannami sect underwent revision in the hands of 
his eighteenth- and nineteenth-century followers, who sought to recast him as a holy 
warrior fighting to protect Hindu dharma from Muslim oppressors.395 The emphasis upon 
exclusiveness towards all other religious practices and, as the eighteenth century 
progressed, the heightened disdain for Muslims in Vallabhite sectarian literature, 
compiled as it was in Rajasthan, reflected the efforts at social reorganization engineered 
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by its chief patrons in the region, the merchants. Merchants and brāhmaṇs petitioned 
Jodhpur as they sough to reorder residential patterns to bring them in line with their 
efforts to create an exclusive, elite domain. 
Petitioning for Segregation 
This polarization between the self-consciously ‘high’ castes and those they 
considered beyond the pale of social interaction was underway not just in and around 
temples but was also manifested in the increasing spatial and social segregation of 
residential quarters and water sources. Year after year, members of the mercantile and 
priestly castes brought petitions before the state, objecting to the residence of ‘low’-caste 
individuals in their vicinity.  
These petitions, that is, cases in which merchants and brāhmaṇs objected to 
spatial or social proximity to ‘low’ castes, sought a departure from existing patterns. 
They were not framed in the language of custom nor presented in any way as a 
continuation or revival of past practice. Instead, they legitimized their claims by 
appealing to the king’s duty to maintain dharma. These elite groups asked the state to 
intervene in favor of their demand for a change in established spatial or social patterns in 
order to create a more segregated society. Sometimes, individuals would bring such 
complaints before the state while at other times, local communities would organize to 
collectively demand relief from the proximity of such ‘low’ castes as leather workers. 
Very often, it was members of the moneylending and trading groups (mahājans) that 




state. This happened in 1775396 and 1787397 in Merta, in 1789 in Nagaur398 and in 1779399 
and 1803400 in Sojhat. The justification they offered to the state for this refusal to live 
close to a leather worker or other ‘low’ caste was that it was contrary to their dharma (for 
instance, “bhāmbhī rai pākhtī rahyā mhāro dharam nahī” or, “living next to a 
leatherworker violates my dharma”401, and “jaṭhai vai pāṇī pivai to mhāro dharam 
rahai” or, “if they drink water there, my dharma will remain intact”).402 Research on 
other parts of seventeenth and eighteenth-century South Asia indicates that merchants 
were able to organize into corporate bodies and as a result were able to act much more 
successfully as a pressure group upon local governments. Writing about seventeenth-
century Gujarat, a society in which merchants formed a wealthy and influential segment 
that was well-incorporated into systems of rule, Farhat Hasan observes, “Unlike other 
popular protests…, protests by merchants were not as defensive, but were increasingly 
more productive, vigorously seeking to restructure and modify the system of rule, in a 
manner that better protected their interests.”403 In eighteenth and early nineteenth-century 
Awadh, as well, merchants, organized intro trans-caste corporate bodies, began to act as a 
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check upon kingly authority.404 The merchants invocation of their ‘dharma’ too is 
noteworthy as is the crown’s recognition of the need to preserve it.405 
It was not only towards members of the ‘untouchable’ castes such as the 
leatherworkers that the elite castes demonstrated such hostility in sharing resources. 
There are several appeals from mahājans in the historical record that testify to an urge to 
insulate themselves from all artisanal and service castes, including but not limited to 
those practicing supposedly defiling occupations such as leather work and sweeping. 
These groups, that is, those that traditionally earned an income from artisanal and service 
work, were known as the “chhattīs pāvan jāt” (literally, “the thirty-six receiving 
castes”).406 Colloquially, they are designated in the record as the “pūṇ jāt.” The 
practitioners of these trades tended to range from economically middling to poor and 
usually, occupied the middle to lower segments of local social hierarchies. The number 
thirty-six was notional and the actual number of communities in this stratum could vary 
from locality to locality. A subset of this group were the ‘low’ service castes, which were 
often collectively known by another inexact term but one with a derogatory connotation, 
“kamīṇ” or “kamīṇā”, which translates to ‘lowly’.407 In various records, the castes 
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described as kamīṇ include washermen (dhobī), barbers (nāī), potters (kumbhār) and 
carpenters (khātī).408 
 Mahājans appear to have taken the lead in eliminating these ‘lowly’ castes from 
communal as well as public life. It was customary in eighteenth century Marwar for local 
crown officials to be invited to wedding feasts hosted by the mahājan community. While 
the mahājans kept up this custom, they were not willing to tolerate the inclusion of any 
‘low’-caste hangers-on at their wedding feasts. So in 1784, the mahājans of Sojhat 
protested to the crown when local state officials like the hākim, kārkūn, koṭwal, musrif 
and darogā began to bring as part of their retinue men of such kamīn caste origin as 
washerman and barber.409 Seeing no justification for such an indiscretion, the crown 
ordered its local officers in Sojhat to explain this abuse of their authority.410 
 In 1788, the mahājans of Pali town expressed their willingness to channel their 
own resources towards the construction of a step-well to ease the water scarcity that 
plagued the residents of the town.411 They asked the state to levy a small cess upon them 
to raise the funds necessary for the undertaking. The offer, however, was not as altruistic 
as it may initially appear to be. For, the mahājans appended a condition to it. In exchange 
for footing the bill for the construction of the new step-well, they requested that the state 
enforce segregation in the access to water resources. If built, the new step-well would be 
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set aside for use all the members of the artisanal and ‘low’ service castes while the 
mahājans and brāhmaṇs would draw water from the existing source, a tank.412 In their 
appeal, the mahājans complained that the existing situation, where they drew water at the 
same tank as the artisans and ‘low’ service castes, hurt their prestige (marjādā).413 
Responding to this appeal and also to the logic undergirding it, the state ordered the 
provincial administration of Pali to collect a small cess from local mahājan households in 
order to support the construction of a new step-well and to ensure that once the new well 
was ready, everyone other than mahājans and brāhmaṇs should draw water from it.414 
From the mahājan and brāhmaṇ perspective, “untouchable” was a broad rubric 
that rhetorically subsumed everyone other than a handful of the most elite castes. This is 
indicated by numerous instances in which the label “achhep” (literally, “untouchable”) 
was applied to all but the highest castes, that is, brāhmaṇs, mahājans, and rājpūts. One 
such exercise in categorization played out around the contentious issue of access to 
drinking water. The mahājans of Pali town appealed to the state in 1785 for a segregation 
between brāhmaṇ, mahājan and other high castes (“utam jāt”) and the rest, all achhep 
castes, while filling water at the towns tanks and wells.415 The state acceded to this 
request and ordered that the two sets of Pali’s populace were now to draw water from 
clearly demarcated sides of each tank and well in the town.416 The existing practice in 
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Pali town had been public access to water resources, without distinction or segregation 
between at least the elite and non-elite groups. It is only in the late eighteenth century that 
an attempt was made and successfully executed to segregate an exclusive elite sphere that 
excluded not just leatherworkers, sweepers, and Muslims but, where possible, a host of 
other artisanal and service castes as well. The generalized and intentionally vague usage 
of the label “untouchable” to encompass everyone other than a small group of elite castes 
was instrumental in re-ordering Marwari social life to suit certain groups’ drive for 
exclusivity. The specter of untouchability proved to be a useful weapon for naturalizing 
the polarization of Marwari society in the eighteenth century between those that elites 
and non-elites. 
 The effort manifested itself in the reorganization of residential patterns. In such 
petitions, the crown unequivocally acted in favor of the merchants’ demands to introduce 
as much of a distance from the leatherworking castes as possible. Along with merchants, 
brāhmaṇs too attempted to distance themselves from the ‘lowly’ or the ‘untouchable’ and 
the two communities – merchants and brāhmaṇs – would often join hands in these 
efforts. In 1775, the state forcibly re-settled the leatherworking bhāmbhīs of Merta far 
from the brāhmaṇ and merchant quarters when the latter groups demanded this change.417 
In 1776, the state acceded to the demand of a brāhmaṇ from Pipad to be rehabilitated to a 
brāhmaṇ neighborhood since there was a jaṭīyā (leatherworker) quarter close to his 
current home.418 In all these cases, the brāhmaṇs or merchants who objected the 
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proximity of a ‘low’-caste home to their own demanded a relocation of either themselves 
or the ‘low’-caste groups even though they had until then been neighbors. 
 In villages as well, leatherworkers and other low castes suffered spatial 
segregation. In Merta pargana, the leatherworking meghvāls of Dangavas village spoke 
of their houses being on the outskirts of the village until the village expanded to 
encompass their quarter.419 The merchants and upper jāṭ peasantry of the village wanted 
the meghvāls to be evicted and moved outside the village. Towards this end they 
channeled their superior financial resources to pay the local government officials the 
money required to purchase rights over the land.420 With nowhere to go, the meghvāls 
approached the crown for help but all they got was a guaranteed reimbursement of the 
cost of relocation and a reprieve of a couple of months until the monsoon was over.421 
After that, they were to be shown a piece of land outside the village that they could build 
their hutments upon (“dūjī jāygā batāso jaṭhāṃ tāprāṃ kar jāy rehsī”).422 In Nagaur 
pargana, the jagirdar of Phasan village began to use his authority to harass a brāhmaṇ 
resident of the village.423 Apart from confiscating some of the brāhmaṇ’s property, he 
also settled a leatherworker close to the brāhmaṇ’s home.424 Presented with the 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 















brāhmaṇ’s complaint, the crown commanded that the balāī should immediately be 
resettled far from the brāhmaṇ’s house.425 
Apart from the dislocation, loss of livelihood, and financial burden caused by 
such an enforced re-location, those at the receiving end of this re-figuring of urban space 
in Marwar often also had to wage a battle to receive the rehabilitation that was promised 
to them. In 1782, the leatherworking jaṭīyās of Nagaur appealed to the state for help 
when they were thrown out of their homes in the town to make way for a new public 
works project but never received new plots of land to rebuild their lives on.426 Forty years 
later, in 1803, the same community in a different town, this time Sojhat, also found 
themselves dislocated but in this case, they were expelled from the town itself.427 With 
the state authorities beating down on them to abandon their dwellings, the jaṭīyās 
protested that they had nowhere to go since the new settlement that was meant to 
accommodate them outside the town was still incomplete.428 Papering over their protests, 
the state refused to accept its failure to fulfill its promise of a new settlement for the 
jaṭīyās and instead, responded by accusing the jaṭīyās’ of insubordination in their refusal 
to evict their homes.429 Consequently, the state ordered its provincial functionaries to 
quell the jaṭīyās’ protests and to immediately evict them from Sojhat.430 
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 The Marwar crown’s total disregard for the welfare of its weakest subjects, those 
considered untouchable, is further illustrated by instances where it used its power to 
completely upend their lives in order to raise some extra revenue. This happened in 1801 
in Sojhat when the crown ordered that the plots of land on which the leatherworking 
meghvāls of the town lived should be immediately confiscated and sold in order to 
generate five rupees per plot as revenue.431 
In large parts of Marwar kingdom, groundwater was hard to reach and rainfall 
scanty. Situated on the edge of the Thar Desert in western India, the people of this region 
had adapted their lives and livelihoods to the scarcity of water. Famine was recurrent and 
occurred every few years. In these ecological conditions, access to water resources was 
prized and control over these could be a source of economic prosperity and dominance.432 
Socially, differential access to water resources served as an additional and cruel marker 
of social inequality. In 1765, the merchants, brāhmaṇs, agriculturists (here jāṭs) and 
others of Mahevra village in Merta pargana joined forces to prevent the leatherworking 
balāīs of their village from drawing water from a well even though it well had earlier 
been demarcated for the exclusive use of the leatherworking castes.433 The balāīs 
appealed to the state for help and in response, the state ruled in their favor, decreeing that 
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the balāīs should continue to draw water from the well that had been allocated to their 
use.434  
While in this case pressure from local elites did not yield the desired result, most 
subsequent attempts at such segregation were received favorably by the state. Ten years 
later, in 1775, a group of Shrimali brāhmaṇs of Samdadi village in Siwana pargana could 
not accept leatherworkers such as balāīs and jaṭīyās drawing water from a well that the 
brāhmaṇs considered exclusively theirs.435 It was only after their own well dried up that 
the balāīs and jaṭīyās had turned to the brāhmaṇ controlled well for water supply. The 
brāhmaṇs petitioned the state, asking that the leatherworkers turn to other, smaller wells 
in the area for their water needs. The state complied with the brāhmaṇs’ demand. 
ordering that the leatherworkers be forced to refrain from drawing water from the same 
well as the Shrimali brāhmaṇs and that they be directed to alternative water sources.436 
A mahājan from Merta complained to the crown in 1780 when the chamārs and 
balāīs (both communities of leatherworkers) began to fill water at a public water source 
instead of sticking to a small waterhole that had customarily been reserved only for them. 
The mahājan petitioned the state to direct the leatherworking groups to draw water at a 
designated tank, the Naval Sagar, instead of filling it at where the mahājans’ did. The 
crown assented and ordered its local government in Merta to ensure that the 
leatherworkers only drew water from the designated tank. 
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This attribution of impurity to the ‘untouchable’ castes reached its apex in societal 
attitudes towards those castes that were engaged in sanitation and the clearing of human 
waste. There are probably only a handful of cases where the bhangīs and halālkhors 
(both castes of sweepers) of Marwar even show up in these compilations of the 
administrative and judicial decrees of the Jodhpur crown suggesting that the bhangīs of 
Marwar were beyond the pale of statecraft in eighteenth century Marwar. Even when they 
do show up in the archival record, it is not as petitioners for justice but only as nebulous 
figures that are occasionally referred to but whose own concerns remain unspoken.  
Reduced to a condition of inescapable and inherent defilement, the bhangīs were 
forced into being the instruments of rough justice at the hands of local elites. In 1785, 
mahājan Rajiye of a village in Parbatsar pargana appealed to the crown for help when he 
was punished for a crime that he claimed he did not commit.437 He was accused by 
another mahājan of stealing grain and, acting upon this complaint, the village’s scribe 
slapped mahājan Rajiye with a series of punishments, among which was tying him amid 
bhangīs (sweepers) and ordering the bhangīs to spit onto his face.438 The mere company 
of bhangīs and contact with their bodily fluids were considered so offensive that they 
were forms of penalty. While petitioning the crown for justice, mahājan Rajiye was 
careful to include in his petition a clarification that those bhangīs did not actually go 
through with spitting on him.439 From the crown’s perspective as well this was an 
                                                       









excessive punishment, and one without judicial precedent (bedastūr), that required an 
official inquiry.440 Contrary to the crown’s claims, this punishment was not entirely 
without precedent, though in the past only the crown had exercised the prerogative of 
handing it out. In 1782, only three years before, the crown had sentenced two of its 
subjects to being tied up in a public square and beaten with the shoes of bhangīs for ten to 
twelve days.441 
Non-elite groups, especially those whose work was considered polluting, were 
often trapped in a low economic position due to a lack of control of land and other 
productive resources, such as wells, ploughs, and capital, and their poverty was 
compounded by the low returns from the practice of their customary trades. Few were 
able to transition into occupations that drew wealth and power, such as trade, 
administration, clerical work, or large-scale agriculture. In the eighteenth century, the 
Muslim community too began to face discrimination, sanctioned by the crown, which 
hindered their access to land and political power. The economic disadvantage engendered 
by such discrimination in the access to economic resources was compounded by the more 
generalized segregation of Muslims from public space and common resources.  
Muslims too suffered from similar efforts at segregation at the hands of merchants 
and brāhmaṇs. Thus, in 1765, the Shrimali brāhmaṇs of Sojhat complained that a pīṇjārā 
(spinner, a caste group that was largely Muslim) lived close to their neighborhood.442 The 
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state recognized the legitimacy of the brāhmaṇs’ concerns by ordering that the spinner 
should be relocated to a different neighborhood but dictated that the expense incurred by 
the spinner for the move ought to be borne by the brāhmaṇs.443 The appeal of jāṭ Gidha’s 
wife, discussed above, elicited recognition from the state that such castes as jāṭs and 
mahājans would be hesitant to buy a plot of land that was adjacent to a Muslim quarter. 
In 1778, in Nagaur town, brāhmaṇ Gordhan petitioned the crown in 1778 for help when 
the plot adjacent to his house found its way into the hands of a tailor named Isak.444 He 
pleaded, “mhare pakhti turak ro khatav nahi huvai” or, “having a Muslim neighbor is 
unbearable”.445 Heeding his appeal, the crown ordered the local authorities of Nagaur 
town to aid the brāhmaṇ’s in purchasing of the plot from the Muslim tailor, on the 
promise that the brāhmaṇ use the plot to extend his own house rather than sell it off to 
someone else.446 
 In Merta town, the year 1788 saw a protest from a bhagat, provoked by the 
possibility of a Muslim oil presser’s door opening onto the bhagat quarter.447 Despite a 
threat by residents of other quarters in the area to protest en masse in the capital, Jodhpur, 
in support of the Muslim oil-presser, the crown favored the bhagat’s petition and decreed 
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that the Muslim neighbor should build his front door to lead onto a public street (rāj 
panth) and not into the bhagat quarter.448  
That same year, in the winter of 1788, the Jodhpur crown’s administration in 
Didwana town decreed that the until-then prevalent practice of Hindus and Muslims 
(“hindu nai musalmān”) filling water together and from the same well was unacceptable 
and that going forward, Hindus and Muslims were to fill water from separate and 
designated wells. The names of the wells bear a communal imprint, with the Hindus 
expected to fill water from Amarsar and Ramsar wells and the Muslims from Mochya-ra 
and Saidyo wells.449  
The demarcation and elevation of a distinct Hindu sphere also entailed economic 
discrimination against Muslims some of whom, unlike non-elite caste groups, could 
challenge merchants and other elites in their economic standing.  Pandits Dhanrupram, 
Vagasva, and Hadarmal presented their appeal before the judicial authorities in Nagaur 
town in 1788.450 They asserted their hereditary right to the office of qanungo at the 
town’s Ajmeri Gate on grounds of fraternal kinship with a man named Hirdairam, who 
was expelled from their caste and became a Muslim. This was in the time of Aurangzeb, 
a time when “Muslims were dominant” (“musalmānāṃ ro joro tho”), reasoned the three 
brahmins, so after Hirdairam embraced Islam, he was granted the office of qanungo of 
                                                       
448 Ibid. 
 
449 JSPB 38, VS 1845/1788 CE, f153a-154b. 
 
 





the Ajmeri Gate in 1679.451 The last lineal descendant of Hirdairam, who had held the 
office, did not leave an heir. Staving off the appeal made by a Muslim kinsman of the 
Hirdairam family, these men appeared before the administration, asserting their own 
kinship with Hirdairam. The state decreed that the qanungi would be bestowed upon 
Pandits Dhanrupram, Vagasva, and Hadarmal as descendants of Hirdairam. Its reasoning 
for overruling the Muslim rival’s claims was that Muslims no longer received the office 
of qānungo (“turkāṃ nu kānungoī koī āvai nahī”).452 
 The eighteenth century prohibition in Nagaur town upon Muslims from taking the 
position of qānungo is one among many examples of the state-supported segregation of 
Muslims from spaces and roles that were earlier open to individuals irrespective of their 
religious practice. This exclusion would certainly have constituted an economic setback 
for those who came in its sway. There are a few more illustrations of such an economic 
boycott enjoying state support. Jāṭ Gidha’s wife asked the crown for guidance with what 
to do with the land that she had pawned to Qazi Sher Ali of her village since she wished 
to sell it but that could not sell it to the qazi since that would be a violation of the local 
prohibition of the sale of land to village Muslims (“musalmān nai zamīn nā deṇī”).453 
The crown ordered that she ought to sell her house and land to a jāṭ, mahājan or worker 










but that if she had trouble selling it due to its being adjacent to the qāzīs’ quarters, only 
then could she sell it to the qāzīs themselves.454 
 In 1785, the crown ordered the local court in Nagaur to ensure that Muslim 
soldiers refrained from collecting food levies from Hindu households.455 Clearly, this had 
been a prerogative exercised, with or without the state’s sanction, by soldiers while on 
state duty but in clamping down on it,456 what was most urgent to the state was the 
curtailing of this relationship between Muslims and Hindus. In keeping with the crown’s 
mandate, the administrators of Didwana town regularly distributed porridge to the poor 
and the needy.457 The cooks of this community kitchen happened to be Muslim until 
1771, when it was commanded by the state that this assignment should be handed over to 
Hindus. The reason it cited was that Hindus could not eat food cooked by Muslims (“su 
gudhrīyāṃ turak kanai raṇdhāvo su hinduvāṃ rai kām āvai nahī”).458 
Containing the Achhep, Constructing the Hindu 
The formation of an exclusive high caste domain, united by shared religious 
practice, resulted in the state-supported segregation of non-elite castes and Muslims from 
an upper caste and self-consciously Hindu community. This segregation occurred in 
religious and ritual activity, residential patterns, and access to resources such as water, 
jobs, and land. A transformation of Marwari society was underway. The forging of this 
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new community necessitated the identification and exclusion of untouchables and 
Muslims. The involvement of the state allowed this segregation to span the spatial, 
economic, as well as social domains.  In order to cordon off the nascent Hindu 
community, the crown willingly policed the boundary between Hindus on the one hand 
and ‘low’ castes and Muslims on the other. 
For a period of almost twenty years, from 1770 to 1789 CE, and probably beyond, 
nāī (loosely, “barber”) Kana and his son Mayala found themselves in the eye of a storm 
that split the nāī community of Maroth town into two factions. The divisive issue was 
that nāī Kana’s son, sold in a period of famine to a band of Muslim banjārās (itinerant 
traders), had become Muslim, getting circumcised (“sunat kīvī”) in the process.459 After 
four years of living with the banjārās, he managed to escape and return to his natal home, 
whose members were delighted to have him back in their midst.460 However, when news 
of Mayala’s conversion began to spread among the nāīs of the area, the local nyāt 
(localized caste group) of nāīs decided to expel the family from their midst. This led a 
faction of the nyāt to band together in support of re-integrating Kana and his son with 
their community. They succeeded in getting an order (likhat) from the local court 
(kachaiḍī) permitting Mayala’s inclusion in the nyat. Three years later, this was 
superseded by an order (now a kāgad) from the crown, in response to a petition from the 
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local nāī community, laying down that no convert to Islam would be allowed to re-join 
the nāī community.461  
This was ineffective in stemming the influence over the community of that faction 
of nāīs which wanted to reintegrate Kana and Mayala because seven years later, in 1780, 
the crown had to dispatch yet another order to the local authorities of Maroth to warn the 
pro-inclusion faction of the nāīs that its decision was just (and therefore, final) and that 
they should refrain from their efforts to re-integrate a Muslim convert into their 
community.462 The affair was seen as disruptive of the unity of the nāī community of 
Maroth and so it was to be brought to an end. Seven years later, in 1787, the matter was 
once more brought to the attention of the crown since the pro-inclusion faction of nāīs 
was showing complete disregard for the orders of the crown and in complete defiance, 
were still trying to reintegrate Kana and Mayala into the larger nāī community.463 By this 
stage, the matter became one in which it was not just local precedent or communal 
custom that were at stake. Rather, the resistant nāīs were challenging the crown’s own 
authority. The crown sent a decree (hukum) to the local authorities that bearing 
instructions to warn the pro-inclusion nāīs of the illegality (gair dastūr) of their attempts 
and to prevent the nāīs from taking any steps towards re-integrating a Muslim convert 










into their caste.464 After this, the trail runs cold, leaving have no further evidence for how 
the matter may have finally been resolved, if at all. 
 A similar disagreement occurred between the mochīs (shoemakers) of Jaipur and 
those of Merta, where the former did not consider conversion to Islam enough reason to 
expel a member from their midst whereas the at least some members of the latter group 
thought it was.465  
In both the cases of attempted re-inclusion, the caste groups involved held low 
positions in the local social hierarchies of Marwar and it is noteworthy that in the sole 
instance of the conversion of a elite-caste member, a brāhmaṇ, to Islam, there was no 
question of considering his inclusion within his caste’s fold.466 It appears then that while 
the elites as well as non-elites chose to convert to Islam, among non-elites the 
relationship between caste membership and religious affiliation was still open to 
negotiation. That members of these not very prosperous castes spent multiple decades 
pursuing their cases with higher and higher echelons of the administration is evidence of 
the support enjoyed by the view that religious affiliation ought not to supersede kinship 
and caste ties. Among the service and artisanal castes of Marwar, then, we see two 
different responses to conversions to Islam by their members. When seen in the context 
of the co-existence of Muslim segments in the artisanal and service groups, perhaps the 
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need to lay down a clear line of separation became linked up with questions of social 
status in the increasingly polarized eighteenth century Vaishnav milieu. 
The anxiety of Rathor crown and of certain sections of Marwari society about the 
policing of the boundary between what they saw as Hindu and Muslim, is also evident in 
the case of a jāṭnī (a peasant woman) who was allegedly converted to Islam (turakṇī kīvī) 
after she began to live with a Muslim lac bangle maker (lakhārā).467 For living out of 
wedlock with a woman, the crown fined the lakhārā nine rupees and threw him in jail for 
a few days. When the authorities discovered he had also supposedly converted the jāṭnī to 
Islam, it ordered that he be placed under arrest once again and fined a greater amount, in 
proportion to his means. 
When discussing the traffic in children within the kingdom, the state decreed in 
two different orders, forty three years apart, to multiple provinces that the local 
authorities should ensure that “hindū ro chhorā-chhorī kīṇī musalmān nu bechaṇ nā 
pāvai”, that is, the sale of Hindu children to Muslims should be forbidden.468 
Interestingly, in the latter order, of 1811 CE, it is also decreed that children of elite Hindu 
castes should not be sold to ‘lower’-caste buyers (hindū ūtam jāt rī huvai su to chhoṭi jāt 
leṇ nā pāvai).469 
Discussions of early modern caste and untouchability at most make passing 
reference to the practice of untouchability. Cursory discussions of untouchability in the 
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historiography of early modern India are reflective of the naturalization of the idea that 
caste and, by extension, untouchability were beyond the purview of politics until their 
encounter with modernity. It is perhaps for this reason that few historians have probed the 
economic, social and political dimensions of the practice, as well as its historical 
experience in pre-modern times. So little is known about the pre-modern history of 
‘untouchable’ groups that one view goes so far as to hold that the very category 
‘Untouchable’ and the elevation of a ‘defiling’ touch to being the category’s definitive 
marker was a product of colonialism and modernity.470 From sources such as the 
administrative documents of early modern Marwar, it is possible to identify as well as 
historicize the practice and experience of untouchability.  
In particular, the role of the state in policing the boundary between Hindus and 
‘untouchables’ is discernible. The term “achhep”, literally “untouchable,” was used to 
designate that group of castes with whom contact was considered socially and physically 
degrading by groups that had escaped this classification.471 The label was perhaps 
intentionally vague, more a placeholder to mark a community from whom a loud 
proclamation of distance was essential to eliding an underlying relationship of 
inextricable entanglement. The naming of this community was necessarily at the hands of 
those who were not its members and as a result, we find that it was open to contention 
and variation. From the perspective of the social elite, it was a broad swath that 
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encompassed almost everyone who was not a merchant, brāhmaṇ, rājpūt, or jāṭ peasant. 
Leatherworkers such as chamārs, bhāmbhīs, meghvāls, ḍheḍhs, balāīs, as well as vagrant 
hunters such as bhīls, meṇās, bāvrīs, and thorīs were castes that appear to have formed 
the core group classed under the label “achhep.” The use of “achhep” in administrative 
documents counters the idea that the conception of a category of people, of multiple 
castes, united by the characteristic of being so ritually impure that they were not be 
touched was not a product of colonial modernity. In eighteenth century Marwar, at least, 
the idea of the “Untouchable” existed and, the following pages will show, it was the pole 
against which the idea of the Hindu was defined. 
When, in 1801, the news reporters of the state informed its officers in Jodhpur 
that the contractor in charge of taxing the sale of clarified butter (ghī) in Sojhat pargana 
had not just taken a bribe of one rupee from ghī-seller bhāmbhī Udiyo, a member of a 
leatherworking caste, but had also taken one and a half sers of ghī in the bhāmbhī’s own 
plate to keep for sale.472 It was not the taking of the bribe that offended the crown’s 
officers. Instead, they were horrified that the contractor, Munshi Jagrup, admitted the ghī 
in the leatherworker’s vessel into his own home and also created the possibility of buyers 
unknowingly taking ghī from the same vessel. “Achhep jāt rā vāsaṇ ro ghīrat kāḍh dūjā 
ro dharam sābat kīṇ tarai rahai”, or “how does one’s dharma remain intact after taking 
ghee from an untouchable caste’s vessel?” asked the order.473 
                                                       







 It is clear then that the state regulated the boundary between the untouchables and 
the rest of the population. In 1782, the crown received news of a group of girls that the 
Merta city magistrate’s office had gathered.474 While it is unclear how these girls had 
been separated from their families, it is likely that their guardians sold them due to 
economic distress. The crown commanded the district magistrate of Merta to dispatch to 
the capital city a list that enumerated the caste origins of each girl.475 All the girls from 
this group who were not of such castes as carpenter, blacksmith, goldsmith, barber, and 
Muslim or of any other, untouchable (achhep) caste were then to be sent to Jodhpur.476 In 
another instance, when a slave girl (vaḍāraṇ) ran away with a servant, their master tried 
to recoup the cost of the runaway girl from the trader who sold her by claiming that the 
trader had withheld the girl’s ‘untouchable’ identity while she was being sold.477 These 
two examples illustrate that, at least in principle, a woman of untouchable status was not 
considered fit to be even a household slave or a courtesan. 
This segregation between elite groups and untouchables was enforced in prisons, 
as well. In Jalor town, the local koṭwal (city magistrate) objected when the hākim (district 
magistrate) began to house untouchable and high castes in the same chambers of the 
town’s fort. The koṭwāl complained to the crown and asked, “rājpūt mahājan vagairai nu 
achhep bhelā kīṇ tarai rakhnī āvai” (“on what basis do you house rājpūts, mahājans et 
cetera with untouchables?”) to which the crown responded by ordering that the 
                                                       











untouchable castes be jailed separately from the bhomīās (landholders), mahājans, and 
other elite castes.478  
Mahājan Rukma of a village in Phalodhi complained to the state in 1788 when his 
pregnant daughter died as a result of being kicked by her husband who then ordered for 
her womb to be slit open by a thorī renunciant as she lay upon her funeral pyre.479 Thorīs 
were a caste of vagrant hunters, socio-economically marginal, and, from the perspectives 
of the dominant castes of Marwar, untouchable. As a result, the crown ruled that the 
mahājan was guilty not only of the crime of killing his wife but also of having a mahājan 
woman’s corpse slit by an untouchable (“achhep jāt kanai pet kyun phadavano padai”). 
For this, Rukma’s son-in-law was punished with a fine.480 
 Every once in a while, there were occasions when the castes broadly classed 
under the rubric ‘untouchable’ would refuse to accept their social superiors’ diktats. In 
1797, the meghvāls (leatherworkers) refused to restrict their celebration of the holi 
festival to their own quarters in the town of Bilada.481 While every other caste was said to 
have celebrated in their respective quarters, the town’s meghvāls chose to celebrate in the 
bazaar’s main square. The meghvāls’ insistence upon celebrating the festival in the public 
square disrupted to the free movement of elite women that otherwise transited through 
the area. Citing the merchant and priestly women’s suffering due to their inability to fetch 
water from their fear of pollution (“bhīṁṭā chuṭī had sudhī rahai”) by the meghvāls’ 
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presence, the state decreed that the meghvāls be threatened with punishment if they did 
not contain their festive celebrations to their own quarters.482  
Muslims, from the perspective of the Jodhpur crown, were also untouchable. A 
crown decree from 1785 prohibits “Muslims and other low castes” (“musalmān vagere 
nich jat”) from keeping herds of goats or sheep.483 Another – quoted at the beginning of 
this chapter – from the same year categorizes Muslims (“turak”) among those 
‘untouchable’ castes (“turak ḍheḍh chamar thori bavri halalkhor achhep jat huvai”) that 
were to be forbidden participating in a ritual whose performance was compulsory for all 
the Hindu castes.484  
These references explicitly categorizing Muslims as one among the untouchable 
castes along with the parallel and overlapping patterns of discrimination, segregation, and 
marginalization of both ‘low’ castes and Muslims discussed above illustrate the 
polarization that was underway in eighteenth century Marwar. In each of the instances 
recounted here, the role of state authority in enabling efforts to separate the achhep 
(untouchable) from the Hindu is evident. Further, the role of the crown was central in not 
just aiding the delineation of the Hindu community but also, in elevating members and 
institutions associated with it to a position of primacy in accessing resources such as state 
funds, land, water, and perhaps most significantly, the state’s own allegiance. The 
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definition of the Hindu community in early modern Marwar was deeply intertwined with 
statecraft and the exercise of political authority. 
Concomitant with a definition of the Hindu community was a heightened rhetoric 
of untouchability. As discussed above, as the merchants amassed privilege and power, 
they expressed it by pushing to the margins of social and spatial life an ever-widening 
group of ‘untouchables’. In each of these instances, the status quo that the merchants and 
their priestly allies sought to disturb with the help of the state had been relatively more 
inclusive of the affected non-elite castes and Muslims. 
Conclusion 
One does namaz 
One does puja 
One has Siva, one Mohammed, 
One has Adam, one Brahma. 
Who is a Hindu, who a Turk? 
- Kabir, Kabir-bijak, sabda 30. 
 
When debating the early modern antecedents of the Hindu community, historians 
have limited their conceptualization of ‘Hindu’ to a binary opposition with ‘Muslim’. 
Through a study of records of localized negotiations over resources, space, social 
privileges, and ritual behavior in the daily lives of ordinary subjects of the kingdom of 
Marwar, in this chapter I demonstrate that the merchants and brāhmaṇs of Marwar led 
efforts towards the crystallization of a self-conscious Hindu identity in eighteenth century 
South Asia which was defined not in opposition to the Muslim qua Muslim but to the 
figure of the Untouchable, a category that included but was not limited to Muslims. In 
this early modern Hindu imagination, Muslims were one among the ‘untouchable’ castes. 




into a more elite group, formed the locus of this new Hindu identity. The process of the 
delineation of the early modern Hindu community was an aggregate of localized 
struggles for political domination and social ascendance, expressed through the very 
public creation of exclusive spaces, rituals, and activities that were inaccessible to those 
deemed ‘untouchable.’ 
 This process forces a re-imagining of what the term ‘Hindu’ may have denoted in 
the early modern context. If we set aside the modern meaning of the term, it is possible to 
glean that to be Hindu in early modern Marwar was to be a member of a community that 
merchants and their priestly allies were organizing around the practice of Krishna 
devotionalism and shared elite status. As holders of governmental office at local and 
provincial levels and in their role as wealthy residents of the towns and villages of 
Marwar, the merchants of the kingdom, many of them Vaishnav, were able to channel 
state authority and judicial processes towards the localized reorganization of social 
hierarchies. Born, as a result, was a new, trans-caste community, sharing new spaces, 
partaking of prestigious courtly affiliation, and defined in opposition to the 
‘untouchable’, that is, the ‘low’ caste as well as the Muslim. 






Towards a Vegetarian Body Politic:  
Enforced Vegetarianism and the Construction of the Ethical Subject 
	  
 
Being non-vegetarian in late eighteenth century Marwar was risky business. From 
the 1770s till about 1820, a large number of judicial rulings as well as generalized 
decrees in the voice of the Rathor crown (Shrī Hajūr), issued from the Maharaja’s Office 
in Jodhpur, upheld a ban on jīv haṃsyā or violence against animals. These state actions 
affected subjects’ lives the most in the complete outlawing of the killing of animals for 
food. Rathor administration, with the support especially Maharaja Vijay Singh who ruled 
from 1753 until 1793 and who formally took initiation into the Vallabh Sampraday, threw 
the weight of its authority, punitive powers, and means of surveillance into stamping out 
meat eating. In the same years, the crown facilitated the expansion of sectarian 
Vaishnavism in its domain as well as the crystallization of a self-conscious Hindu 
community. As a part of this process, the crown helped to elevate the groups that were 
seeking to cordon off an exclusive Hindu community to a position of prestige and 
privilege. Vaishnavism, from the outset, enshrined non-violence (ahiṃsā) in general and 
vegetarianism in particular as a core value, adherence to which was essential for its 
followers. In eighteenth-century Marwar, merchants played a leading role in the effort to 
demarcate an exclusive Hindu domain around Krishnaite Vaishnavism, Members of the 
mercantile castes not only held sway over the crown due to their economic might in this 
period but they also manned the highest rungs of Marwari administration.  
The merchants’ influence upon the state and their crucial role across its 




across the kingdom from the 1770s. This ban on the killing of animals was central to the 
ongoing the polarization of Marwari society, a process in which state authority played an 
indispensable part. In particular, butchers and vagrant hunters such as bāvrīs and thorīs 
were marked as suspect and placed under pervasive surveillance. Painted as agents of 
violence against sentient beings, they were subjected to extreme forms of punishment. 
The state penalized members of these communities through mass arrest, expulsion from 
villages, and economic displacement by banning them even from owning animals. The 
campaign against animal slaughter and, by extension, in favor of vegetarianism was 
instrumental to the formation of an early modern Hindu community, identified most 
closely with mercantile and brāhmaṇ elites. By arrogating for themselves the authority to 
speak for the voiceless, the Rathor administration and its elite subjects sought to 
accumulate the moral capital they needed to ruthlessly tighten their grip on power. 
Further, for the merchant and brāhmaṇ elites of the kingdom, the sustained campaign to 
stigmatize and criminalize meat eating helped to naturalize the correlation between social 
status and diet, making vegetarianism a hallmark of elite status and pushing meat-eating 
firmly into the domain of the ‘untouchable.’ 
The Many Manifestations of Jīv Haṃsyā 
In decrees dispatched to the administrative headquarters of each pargana, the 
Rathor administration exhorted its officials to ensure that arrangements to eradicate 
animal slaughter were made in each town and village within their jurisdiction. The 
administrators in Jodhpur imposed a total ban on the killing of animals across Marwar, an 
effort that picked up momentum by the late 1770s. It forbade hunting and the killing of 




officers to prohibit violence against animals was accompanied by more specific 
commands that brought within the ambit of jīv haṃsyā forms of violence against animals 
that may otherwise go unnoticed. Towards this end, in such declarations royal decrees 
mandated the use of a sieve to strain water as it was drawn from water tanks and ponds, 
in order to save the lives of hapless creatures that might otherwise die by drifting into a 
water-vessel.485 Royal officers were directed to ensure that a sieve was placed for public 
use at all the major public sources of water supply and to ensure that no one defied the 
royal order while potting water.486 If a creature did make its way into a pot, it was to be 
released back into the water.487 
The prohibition of jīv haṃsyā extended also to a ban on the castration of bulls 
(baladh khasī karnā). In early modern Marwar as in other agrarian societies since ancient 
times, bulls were castrated in order to render their bodies and temperaments more suitable 
for work. From the late 1770s onwards, Rathor administrators outlawed the castration of 
bulls on the grounds that it was a form of violence against living beings.488 The 
Maharaja’s Office strove to protect the lives of winged insects that were susceptible to 
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dying in the flames of lamps.489 It instructed the officers across the towns in Marwar to 
ensure that when people lit oil lamps at night, they covered them with shades.490  The 
gathering of fresh cow dung into dung cakes that were later used as fuel was a common 
practice. Royal orders declared that in the rainy season, tiny insects that burrowed in the 
dung lost their lives in the process, leading Jodhpur to outlaw the rolling of dung cakes 
during the chaumāsā (the four months of the rainy season).491 
The central administrators’ effort to protect the fauna in their domain went so far 
as to prohibit even the killing of parasites, pests and venomous creatures. Royal decrees 
noted that the more ignorant of their subjects tended to deal with lice and spider 
infestations by eliminating the pests through exposure to high heat or water.492 They 
declared that this was no longer to be permitted. Instead, the Rathors’ subjects were 
expected to find other ways of dealing with such infestations. A crop-eating worm, 
known to attack the winter crop, and a parasitic reptile that fed on the blood of cattle were 
among the other creatures that were blessed with the crown’s explicit protection.493 
                                                       
489 JSPB 23, VS 1836/1779 CE, f 355b-356a. 
 
490 JSPB 23, VS 1836/1779 CE, f 348a-349a; JSPB 23, VS 1836/1779 CE, f 355b-356a; JSPB 37, 
VS 1844/1787 CE, f 325b-326a; JSPB 49, VS 1854/1797 CE, f 246a. 
 
491 JSPB 28, VS 1839, 383a-384a and JSPB 37, VS 1844/1787 CE, f 325b-326a. The chaumāsā 
or chaturmās (‘four months’) is a period of four lunar months, beginning in June-July and ending 
in October-November, that are inauspicious for ritual activities in both Jain and Vaishnav 
practice. Among Vaishnavs, this is a time at which Vishnu is thought to be asleep and so ought 
not to be disturbed. These months coincide with the monsoon and heavy rains that it brought.  For 
Jains, this is a time in which monks and nuns are to cease their otherwise peripatetic lives. 
 
492 JSPB 23, VS 1836/1779 CE, f 356b-357. 
 





Jodhpur administrators also forbade the killing of poisonous creatures such as scorpions, 
snakes, and spiders, even in self-defense.494 
Many of these injunctions, especially those concerned with the well-being of 
invisible insects and microbes, echo not just a Vaishnav concern with non-violence but 
also a recognizably Jain ethos. Western India, including Marwar, had by the end of the 
first millennium CE become home to a relatively large, in comparison with other parts of 
South Asia, Jain population, one that consisted overwhelmingly, if not exclusively, of 
merchants. The merchants of western India, then, were overwhelmingly either Vaishnav 
or Jain495 and by the eighteenth century, it was men of these two communities who 
dominated subcontinental fiscal networks.496 Across the Vaishnav-Jain divide was a 
shared preoccupation with non-injury, an imperative placed not only upon monks and 
priests but also upon lay practitioners of both creeds. Whether it was Krishna or a 
tīrthānkar497 before whom they bowed, the merchants of western India by the eighteenth 
century were united by the distinctive cultivation of a vegetarian diet and a public 
commitment to non-violence. 
Further, the Vaishnav-Jain boundary was a fluid one, at least among eighteenth-
century merchant groups, with marriages occurring across the line and with the two 
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groups collaborating in professional and civic endeavors to further their common 
economic interest.498 Individuals too could move across this boundary, as indicated by the 
early nineteenth century example of Jagat Seth turning Vaishnav from the Jains they had 
earlier been, without having to perform any ritual or formal conversion. 499Theologically, 
as well, the two realms overlapped, with the Vaishnavs incorporating the first tīrthānkar 
Rishabh as a minor avatar of Vishnu and the Jains absorbing Krishna, by claiming his 
cousin as the tīrthānkar Neminath.500 This is not to claim a complete identity of Jainism 
and Vaishnavism; Jainism at least maintained polemical opposition to brahmanical 
thought and practice through the early modern period, even as it conceded, in various 
degrees, overlaps with it.501 The proximity between the two groups by the eighteenth 
century is indicated by the insistence of some Jains in early British censuses of India to 
report themselves as ‘Hindu,’ leading the census-takers to record them as ‘Jain-
Hindus.’502 Ethnographic studies have pointed to a persisting ambiguity among present-
day Jains towards Hindu identity, with some claiming it and others resolutely rejecting it. 
Still, Jains today worship in Hindu temples and take part in Hindu festivals.503 
Non-Violence and Vegetarianism in History 
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The Vedas, among the earliest texts composed in South Asia and held in 
brahmanical religious practice as revealed texts whose authority cannot be questioned, 
contain numerous references to the consumption of meat and to animal slaughter for 
ritual sacrifice. The horse, the sheep, the goat, and even the cow were among the 
sacrificial offerings to the gods that the Vedas permitted and the consumption of whose 
meat they condoned. Somewhere in the middle of the first millennium BCE, due to 
profound changes in social, economic, and political life, emerged new religious 
movements that emphasized asceticism, such as Buddhism and Jainism504. Scholars have 
suggested that the origins of the emphasis on non-violence can be traced to the rise of 
asceticism as a social practice in the centuries immediately preceding the Common 
Era.505  The growing tendency towards asceticism, crystallized especially in Jain and 
Buddhist practice, challenged brahmanism on a number of counts, prominent among 
which was the violence that its ritual performance of animal sacrifice entailed. 
Scholars such as Alsdorf, Seyford Ruegg, and Paul Dundas have underlined that 
an adherence to non-violence need not and did not necessarily equal vegetarianism. For 
instance, in Jainism, the scope of the potential for violence is so vast, given its concern 
even for the lives of microbes and insects, that selectively avoiding the consumption of 
meat while continuing to cause injury or death to other beings would not go far enough in 
achieving a full adherence to non-violence. Historically, it is only a few centuries after 
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their emergence and their insistence upon non-violence, that Jain and Buddhist texts 
began to prescribe a vegetarian diet. Early texts refer to both Mahavir, a foundational 
figure in Jainism and Gautam Buddh eating meat.506 While for Jains an explanation is yet 
to be offered, for Buddhists, Ruegg attributes the move to the rise of a new philosophical 
approach around the 2nd century BCE that held all sentient beings as holders of the 
potential to attain enlightenment. To kill or harm a being with such spiritual potential 
would then be a sin.507 In brahmanical thought as well two principles aided a growing 
tendency towards compassion and empathy for non-human animals. These were the idea 
that all beings, human or non-human, had qualitatively identical spiritual selves (ātman) 
as well as the belief in rebirth, entailing the possibility that an animal could contan the 
spirit of a deceased human, including one’s own kin.508 
Rising to the challenge of, or perhaps influenced by, Buddhism, Jainism and 
ascetic practice more generally, brahmanical texts too began to express ambiguity 
towards animal slaughter and meat eating in the last centuries of before the Common Era. 
Often, the same text would condemn meat eating and animal sacrifice in some verses but 
condone them in others, as in the Manusmrti of c. 100 BCE.509 The epic Mahābhārata 
contains similar tensions but also includes some of the earliest articulations of the 
connections between non-violence, vegetarianism, and the growth of Vishnu worship.510 
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The condemnation of animal sacrifice and meat eating always stood in a relationship of 
tension within the brahmanical corpus, since a complete rejection of these practices 
meant a rejection of the Vedas which prescribed them. Edwin Bryant shows that in the 
course of the first millennium, brāhmaṇ scholars found ways to reconcile the increasingly 
uncompromising textual insistence upon vegetarianism and non-violence with Vedic 
prescriptions of ritual animal slaughter and meat eating.511 
By the end of the first millennium CE, Vaishnav texts such as the Bhāgavata 
Purāṇa unequivocally demanded an adherence to non-violence and vegetarianism.512  
Histories of vegetarianism in South Asia tend to stop at this point – seeing a complete 
embrace of the concept by brahmanical scholars in the tenth-century Bhāgavata Purāṇa. 
Studies of Vaishnavism, including those of early modern Krishna devotional groups, 
recognize the centrality of non-violence and of vegetarianism in it but do not offer a 
historical account of how this came to be. That said, it is important to note that in pre-
modern South Asian thought, the emphasis upon non-violence applied to the relationship 
between humans and animals and not to that between humans.513 
 
While Buddhism ceased by this time to be influential in South Asia, Jainism too 
found its hold waning. This was in spite of Jainism’s expansion since its foundation into 
Orissa, Mathura, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu. By 1000 CE, brahmanism began to reassert 
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its sway and by the twelfth century, Jainism retained a following in large part only among 
mercantile groups and was largely confined to western India. Even though it began as an 
ascetic movement, by the thirteenth century, a large corpus of Jain literature laid out the 
duties and obligations of the layperson. Foremost among these was the injunction to try 
as hard as possible to avoid injury to any life-form. This literature proscribed certain 
occupations that necessarily entailed the performance of violence upon living beings or 
caused them distress, such as animal husbandry and farming. This restriction, in turn, 
further helped concentrate Jains in the realm of mercantile activity. 
In Marwar, and in western India more broadly, Jainism had come to enjoy by the 
8th century CE a stable following among merchant communities. As discussed in chapter 
one, the town of Osval, near Jodhpur, emerged around the 8th century as the locus of an 
active and prosperous community of Jain merchants. The existence of a stable and active 
base of followers in the region meant that Marwar gave rise to major figures in Jain 
history. Among these was Jinchandrasuri II, the fourth and last of the Dādāgurūs, a 
lineage of miracle-working, reformist ascetics who have since themselves become objects 
of veneration in the Khartar Gachchh of the Shvetambar (White-Clad) Jains.514 In the 
eighteenth century, the charismatic Jain reformer and founder of the Terapanth sect 
among the Shvetambar (White-Clad) Jains, Acharya Bhikshu (1726-1803), made Marwar 
the center of his preaching activity, criss-crossing the region for almost half a century as 
he amassed followers.515 As shown in the first chapter, from around the early sixteenth 
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century, men of mercantile castes, including Jains, rose to the highest positions in Rathor 
government, whittling away, in concert with successive Rājpūt kings, the political 
authority of rājpūt chiefs.516 
Taken as a whole, the history of the values of non-violence and vegetarianism and 
of the Jain community, do not give us a sense of the history of the practice of 
vegetarianism. In particular, studies of shifting textual positions on non-violence and 
vegetarianism, illustrative as they may be about the intellectual, philosophical, and 
religious history of these ideas, do not leave us with much of a picture of the extent to 
which followers of these sects adhered to what were normative prescriptions. Further, as 
normative prescriptions, we are left with no sense of whether temporal or ritual 
authorities enforced an adherence to these values. 
Based on the current state of our knowledge, it appears that vegetarianism 
remained largely limited to textual prescriptions through most of the Indian sub-
continent, except for a few notable exceptions. The 3rd century BCE emperor Asoka, a 
Buddhist, exhorted his subjects to give up meat-eating but never imposed the policy upon 
them. In the early modern period, kings, including Mughal emperors Akbar and Jahangir, 
embraced vegetarianism to a certain degree in their own personal lives. Akbar, at 
different points, gave up meat for a day of the week or for a few months at a stretch, 
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aiming for total vegetarianism. He never gave up the hunt though and did not eventually 
succeed in becoming fully vegetarian.517 Akbar encouraged his nobles too to strive 
towards a vegetarian diet and, according to court historian Abul Fazl, he convinced some 
of them. Akbar’s son and successor Jahangir too gave up meat for a period of four years 
and even when he resumed meat eating, would only eat vegetarian food on certain days. 
He was less successful than Akbar in remaining committed to vegetarianism.518  
Jain sources take credit for Akbar’s interest in vegetarianism, attributing it to the 
influence of Hiravijaya Suri and Jinachandra Suri II whom Akbar summoned to his court 
for a discussion on questions of religion in 1587 and 1591 respectively.519 Mughal 
sources attribute it to a mystical vision that Akbar had while hunting in 1578, leading him 
to release all the animals in the hunting ring (qamargah) before him and to become 
vegetarian.520 It is perhaps not a coincidence that Akbar’s sympathy for vegetarianism 
emerged in the very period in which he and his leading nobles were extending generous 
patronage to the nascent Krishnaite sects in Brindavan. The Mughal-Vaishnav compact, a 
“Mughal Bhakti” as Jack Hawley calls it, solidified in these very decades. It was perhaps 
then the influence of Vaishnav nobles, of Vaishnav and Jain financier-bureaucrats, and of 
the invigorating rise of a new and public forms of Krishna devotion so closely associated 
with Mughal authority that pushed Akbar towards vegetarianism. Still, Akbar did not go 
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so far as to impose vegetarianism on anyone, leave alone impose it as a law upon all of 
his subjects. This is where the case of eighteenth-century Marwar, while demonstrating 
overlaps with wider phenomena in South Asia, remains unique. 
Speaking for the Voiceless 
The prohibition of violence against living beings and the more extreme 
manifestations of this law, discussed at the beginning of this chapter, were part of a larger 
legislative drive by the Rathor state to bring its body politic in line with its ethical beliefs. 
The declarations against animal slaughter oftentimes were listed with laws directed 
towards other ethical goals of the state. The Rathor administration was concerned about 
the welfare of those infirm with age, placing the onus of their care upon their sons. It 
ordered its provincial administrations to ensure that no subject neglected his duty to look 
after, feed, and clothe his parents.521 Its subjects were also ordered to look after their 
mentally ill kinsfolk.522 The state took on the expense of feeding the blind, physically 
handicapped and mentally infirm that wandered through Nagaur and Merta towns.523 In 
the same breath, the crown ordered the punishment of anyone who failed to feed and take 
care of aging cattle524 and directed the local administrations of Nagaur and Merta towns 
to throw half a man of coarse rotis daily to stray dogs and five extra sers of seed to 
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pigeons.525 It discouraged the chopping down of shade-giving trees.526 Noting the 
incidence of female infanticide in its dominions, the crown outlawed this practice and 
ordered its subjects to refrain from it.527 The crown observed that greed induced 
brāhmaṇs and mahājans to marry their young daughters to old men.528 Disapproving of 
this practice, the crown commanded these subjects to refrain from it and set the age of 
fifty as the oldest a man could be at the time of engagement.529 Towards the sustenance 
of those whom it thought needed a helping hand, the crown ordered the daily scattering of 
grain for birds and ants, as well as the distribution of food to mendicants and holy men, 
singling out members of the Vallabh Sampraday (viṭhalāṃ) as beneficiaries of its 
largesse.530  
Read in the context of the other laws with which they were laid down, the anti-
animal slaughter rulings of the Rathor crown are reflect the crown’s adoption of the 
posture of the protector of those whom were incapable of defending their own interests, if 
not their lives. The crown became the guardian of the defenseless – the elderly, women, 
animals, mendicants – and as a result, gained moral capital. Of all these constituencies, it 
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was animals who were the beneficiaries of the most zealous protection by the crown. The 
proclamations prohibiting female infanticide and the marriage of young girls to old men 
did not generate the mass of judicial and punitive activity that the stipulations about 
animal slaughter did. The defenselessness of the low caste and untouchable subjects of 
the crown did not even merit observation by the crown, let alone rectification. Instead, 
those among its untouchable subjects who could wield arms were the very targets of this 
campaign. 
Striking at the Root 
 The connection between the growing influence of Vaishnavism and the 
prohibition of meat eating in particular and violence against animals in general is 
illustrated by the following crown order from 1786 directed to the local kachaiḍī in 
Jodhpur: 
Tathā gāṃv nev rai rājpūt harā rai gharai bakrī maut muī su uṇ ūṭ nu dīvī nai īṇ rai 
bhelo ek sāmī hālī rayo tho tīṇ nu anbaṇat huī tarai kachaiḍī āy nai kayau īṇ jīv 
haṃsya kīvī hai jīṇ ri the talab kīvī su īn bābat sanad to āgai huī thi nai hamār pher 
nevrā rai jāgīrdār araj karai īṇ bāt maiṃ takāvat huvai to taksīrvār chhāṃ sāmī jhūṭh 
kahai chhai īṇ rājpūt rai gharai to doy pīḍhī su shrī ṭhākur jī rā sevā chhai tulchhī 
chhai nai mās ro sūṃs chhai īṇ vāt ro sāro gāṃv sāydī chhai su hamai talab ro 
uṭhantarī kar dejo shrī hajūr ro hukam chhai.531 
 
A goat died in rājpūt Hara’s home in Nev village and the family threw the carcass to 
a camel. A swami used to live on Hara’s estate as a hālī (indentured laborer) but the 
two fell out. The swami came to the kachaiḍī to report that the rājpūt had killed the 
goat. In response, the kachaiḍī conducted an investigation and the crown issued a 
sanad. Now, the jagirdar of Nev has appealed to the crown again, vouching for the 
rājpūt’s innocence and saying, “The swami is lying. The rājpūt’s family have been 
devotees of Shri Thakurji (Krishna) for two generations. They are Vaishnavs 
(“tulchhī”) and have taken a vow to refrain from meat-eating (“mās ro sūṃs chhai”). 
                                                       





The entire village can testify to this.” Dismiss the earlier judgment by the order of 
Shri Hajur. 
 
In this historical setting, the pursuit of a vegetarian body politic was not a 
unilateral imposition by the crown upon its subject body. This policy enjoyed the 
enthusiastic support of merchants and brāhmaṇs -- wealthy and influential sections of the 
Marwari populace and may well have even been initiated by the influential members of 
these communities who manned the highest echelons of Rathor administration. The 
sections that rallied behind the crown’s campaign against animal slaughter were the same 
groups that over the past century or more had been drawn into the Vaishnav fold and had 
been driving crown towards the policing of the boundaries of their Hindu community.  
For instance, in 1799, the mahājans of Pali paid the local butchers five rupees in 
exchange for a commitment by the butchers to refrain from slaughtering animals.532 A 
copy of the crown’s order banning violence against animals was to be kept at the pargana 
headquarter and a copy of it was to be given to the mahājans, probably in order to lend 
weight to their efforts to subdue butchers. The groups that bore the worst blows of this 
campaign were the same groups that in other contexts were specifically classed as 
“achhep” or untouchable – thorīs, bāvrīs, and Muslims. 
It is only when merchants and brāhmaṇs were accused of meat-eating that not just 
the crown but also their caste fellows strove to discipline them. Mahājan Dipa cited the 
humiliation caused to his local caste group (nyāt) by allegations of meat eating and 
alcohol consumption against him and his family, perhaps in response to the censure he 
                                                       





may have received for bringing a bad name to the community.533 A Golcha mahājan’s 
neighbors started to harass him after his wife was accused by two other mahājans of 
regularly being involved in animal slaughter.534 Even though she was put through an 
ordeal (dhīj) and emerged innocent, the local administration declared her guilty.535 It was 
after this that the mahājan’s neighbors started to harass his family, digging a pit before 
their front door. This pit at the entry to their home obstructed the free passage of women 
and children.536 When it rained, the pit would collect water, weakening his house’s 
foundation. Helpless, the mahājan turned to the crown for help.537 Despite the crown 
ordering the local administration to fill up the put and punish the officer who had 
wrongly sentenced the mahājan’s wife, a year later, in 1789, he petitioned the crown 
once more. Perhaps emboldened by the crown’s support, he modified his account to say 
that it was an officer from the local chauntra who had demolished a platform that had 
always stood before the entrance to his home.538 Once more, the crown responded 
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sympathetically, asking for an explanation from the local authorities for why they had not 
implemented the earlier order and asserting the mahājan’s right to build a parapet in front 
of his home as had always been customary.539 
Brāhmaṇ Nihala’s nyāt expelled him in 1786, even though he managed to get 
away with a very small fine by the local kachaiḍī, for being involved in the killing of 
many animals.540 Some of his caste fellows made an attempt to reintegrate him into the 
caste as long as he atoned by making a pilgrimage to the Ganga river. Some other caste 
fellows appealed to the crown for an intervention and resisted this effort, resulting in 
discord within the nyāt.541 Brāhmaṇ Chatra of Badu village in Parbatsar pargana was 
expelled from his caste by his nyāt-fellows for his son unintentionally killing an 
animal.542 The brāhmaṇ tried to negotiate a return to his nyāt and towards this end, 
hosted a feast for nyāt-fellows from twenty-five villages.543 The issue was a fractious one 
and not everyone was in the mood to forgive Chatra for the crime. Nyāt members from 
seven or so villages refused to partake of the feast, thus formally withholding their assent 
to the effort to re-integrate brāhmaṇ Chatra into the fold. Under pressure from this 
faction, another brāhmaṇ broke off his daughter’s engagement to Chatra’s son and 
married her off to someone else. Chatra was in the midst of a social boycott. Refusing to 
accept this fate, he petitioned the crown for help, citing an ongoing feud with his brother 
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Jiva, as part of which his son had unintentionally killed the animal in the first place.544 
The crown ordered an even larger convention of the nyāt, gathering the heads of all fifty-
two villages in the region to adjudicate the dispute. The crown declared that it would 
uphold whatever conclusion the nyāt’s reached.545 
These laws of the late eighteenth century Marwari crown were not just goals the 
failure of whose implementation relegated them to the realm of ideals. The state’s 
functionaries zealously pursued the implementation of these regulations across the towns 
and villages of late eighteenth century Marwar. The crown used its administrative agents 
to hound the practitioners of violence against animals, apprehending anyone who was 
accused of the crime in all its myriad manifestations. The majority of those accused, 
however, were involved in meat eating since this appears to have been the most common 
reason for the slaying of animals. The political campaign against non-vegetarianism and 
other sources of violence against animals created a fissure in Marwari society between 
meat-eaters and vegetarians. The ruler and the higher echelons of Rathor administration 
sought to universalize their own ethics throughout the entirety of their domain. Through a 
circumscription of alimentary alternatives grounded in an appeal to ethical precepts, the 
crown sought to create moral subjects. The pursuit of an ethical and in this case, 
vegetarian, body politic was accompanied by the simultaneous delineation of peoples 
whose bodies irremediably were the domain of the unethical and the criminal. The crown 








singled out the community of butchers (kasāīs and khaṭīks), in particular, for campaigns 
of arrest, dispossession, and surveillance.  
Thoris and bāvrīs, two communities that were of nomadic origin and occupied the 
very bottom of the socio-economic hierarchy, were another set of castes that the state 
viewed as irredeemably steeped in habitual animal slaughter. The crown prescribed 
punishments for the crime of killing animals and these differed for different sections of 
its populace. If a member of the wealthy, landowning communities slew an animal, 
whether on a hunt or otherwise, his lands were to be confiscated.546 The crown instructed 
the local authorities to gain the acquiescence of the landed elite for the new policy 
through this measure. For the rest of the subject body, anyone guilty of involvement in 
the killing of animals was to be detained and only released after the imposition of as 
heavy a fine as the person could bear.547 For the crime of castrating bulls the punishment 
was imprisonment for a few days in the course of which the violator was to be terrorized 
into never committing this infringement of the laws ever again.548 Laxity in covering the 
flames of lamps, which imperiled the lives of winged insects, was to be punished with a 
fine of one paisa.549 
 As early as 1764, the crown announced in an order addressed to the jagirdar’s 
agents as well as the residents of a certain village that butchery had been outlawed and if 
it ever occurred again, the butchers’ hands would be chopped off and anyone else 
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involved would be punished.550 Again in 1775, the crown dispatched an order to Sambhar 
province in which it observed that the kasāīs (butchers) were continuing with their trade 
and urged the local authorities to put an end to the practice. Interestingly, the crown 
invoked the authority of the neighboring Jaipur kingdom when commanding the butchers 
to refrain from animal slaughter, stating that if they refused to comply, they would be 
presented with a written order from Jaipur.551 The ban on animal slaughter was evidently 
incompatible with the butchers’ trade. The campaign to eradicate the practice was an 
assault on the butchers’ livelihood. In its determination to stamp out animal slaughter 
within its territories, the Rathor crown went so far as to round up and place under arrest 
all the butchers in one of the most populous towns in its domain.  
In 1784, all the butchers of Nagaur, among the largest towns in the kingdom, were 
picked up and jailed.552 Communicating with the local authorities in Nagaur, the crown 
ordered the release of the butchers but only on the condition that steps were taken to 
ensure that they did not resume their trade secretly and after posting bail. Tightening the 
grip of surveillance on the butchers of Nagaur, the crown ordered that two of them were 
to be hired as foot soldiers in the local administration and charged with monitoring their 
own caste fellows to prevent animal slaughter.553 If butchering did resume, it was the two 
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kasāīs (butchers) that were in the state’s employ would be held responsible. In addition, 
two brāhmaṇs would be hired as foot soldiers in the same department, charged with 
keeping an eye on the butchers of the town.554 These brāhmaṇ foot soldiers were asked to 
regularly roam through the kasāī quarter of the town and keep a watchful eye on the 
community to ensure that not a single animal’s life was taken.555 The kasāīs were 
forbidden even from possessing animals and now, the brāhmaṇs were to ensure during 
their rounds that there were no animals in the homes of butchers. The crown made it clear 
that no negligence in the execution of these commands would be tolerated. 
 Tracing the evolution of the crown’s attitude towards thorīs and bāvrīs, both 
communities of vagrant hunters, also reflects an intensification of the crown’s 
persecution. In 1768, the crown dispatched a decree to all of its constituents in which it 
blamed the thorīs and bāvrīs that dwelt in the countryside for routinely killing animals.556 
It ordered that no one in the countryside should be able to kill animals and, if they did, 
they were to be fined for this violation. The crown commanded its bureaucratic 
machinery to keep an eye out for the occurrence of this crime and to raise an alarm if it 
occurred.557 Faced with a large number of reports in 1775 of animal slaughter from some 
villages in Merta province, the crown’s pointed the local administration towards the 













wandering sāṃsīs (a nomadic community).558 The crown alleged that they regularly 
killed animals and directed the local authorities to make special arrangements to prevent 
the sāṃsīs from committing animal slaughter.  
By 1779, this suspicion of thorīs, bāvrīs, and other armed vagrants had developed 
into a policy of institutionalized discrimination. In an order from that year addressed to 
each of its provincial headquarters, the crown laid down the punishment for those found 
guilty of animal slaughter. As mentioned above, the noncompliant among the landed 
elite, the rājpūt sardārs, were to be terrorized through a temporary confiscation of their 
rights in land.559 All others would be fined if they committed or were involved in animal 
slaughter. In its dealings with thorīs and bāvrīs, however, the crown developed a different 
approach. Blaming their ability to hunt animals out in the wilderness, away from its eyes, 
the crown ordered that the thorīs and bāvrīs were now to be watched over by the ordinary 
subjects of the Rathor crown.560 When the peasants and their representatives (chaudharis) 
came to the provincial headquarters for fiscal and other dealings, they were to be 
informed that it was now their responsibility to ensure that no thoris or bāvrīs resident in 
their villages killed an animal. The ordinary villagers and their representatives were now 
expected to commit in writing to taking on the  collective responsibility of preventing 
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animal slaughter by their fellow villagers.561 If the body of villagers collectively failed to 
prevent animal slaughter, it was they who would be slapped with a fine for the crime.562  
With this administrative measure, the crown drew a clear line of separation 
between armed vagrants such as the thorīs and bāvrīs on the one hand and its body of 
settled, agriculturist subjects on the other. The latter were now mandated with the task of 
keeping a watchful eye, on behalf of the crown, upon the thorīs and bāvrīs that were their 
neighbors. Reduced to being the objects of mistrust and suspicion, the thorīs and bāvrīs 
would now also become the recipients of social hostility. The residence of thoris and 
bāvrīs in mixed caste villages would now become an onerous burden upon the rest of the 
village, which was forced by the crown to shoulder the blame and the fine for any 
incidence of animal slaughter committed by the these groups. 
Three years later, in 1782, the crown escalated its policy of persecuting thoris and 
bāvrīs. It now directed its provincial administration in every single pargana to expel the 
thoris and bāvrīs from each village in which they dwelt and to throw them out of the 
kingdom.563 No thori or bāvrī should succeed in remaining in any village within their 
purview. Two years later, the crown disapprovingly observed the residence of bāvrīs in 
the countryside.564 It commanded the administrations of Nagaur, Merta, Sojhat, Jaitaran, 
Parbatsar, Phalodhi, Maroth, Siwana, Daulatpura, and Koliya parganas to immediately 
expel them from each village and out of the kingdom. The command was reiterated in 
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1798, when the crown noted that despite a round or two of expulsion, the bāvrīs had 
started to reappear in the villages of Marwar.565 The crown ordered that all the bāvrīs be 
thrown out of the kingdom. Local authorities were to report any jagirdar who failed to 
execute this order and, as soon as the crown commanded, revoke the jagirdar’s 
assignment.566  
As a result of the directives blacklisting these groups, the chāraṇs567 of 
Panchetiya village in Sojhat pargana rounded up all the thorīs and bāvrīs that dwelt in 
their village and presented them before the local authorities.568 The chāraṇs were a 
community of poets and oral record keepers, whose patrons were the rājpūt political elite. 
Complaining that these thorīs and bāvrīs had repeatedly indulged in animal slaughter, the 
chāraṇs advised the local authorities to pay special attention to these men. They warned 
that if the thoris and bāvrīs got away, they would certainly descend into criminal activity 
again. The crown discovered that despite the words of warning by the chāraṇs, the thoris 
and bāvrīs were released then without any punishment. The crown commanded the local 
authorities to round up these groups all over again and to punish them suitably to 
guarantee that animal slaughter never occurred again.569  
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For these blacklisted communities, punishment for animal slaughter was much 
harsher than for others. For instance, when thorī Padmiya and his nephew were accused 
of killing a large number of animals, the crown ordered that if they had not yet been 
expelled from the village in which they dwelt, they ought to be made to pay a fine and 
then be thrown out immediately.570 Even if they had already been expelled, the fine was 
still to be imposed and in the absence of the guilty thorīs, the village’s jagirdar would 
have to pay it. 
It is in the crown’s rulings against the thorīs and bāvrīs that it is possible to 
discern its rationale for targeting these groups in the campaign against animal slaughter. 
Referring to the thorīs’ and bāvrīs’ use of guns while hunting deer in the wild, the crown 
announced that these peoples had no need for guns (“īṇ maiṃ bandūk ro kām hī paḍai 
nahī”).571 In another ruling, it observed that the thorīs and bāvrīs regularly committed 
banditry and theft, especially during times of unrest in the kingdom (“bad times” or 
“kujamānā”).572 Seen in the context of this reasoning, the crown’s targeting of the thorīs 
and bāvrīs appears to be grounded in concerns much larger than their diet. 
Muslims received perhaps the harshest punishments when they were indicted for 
animal slaughter. A Muslim (turak) killed a goat in the town of Jalor and sold the meat to 
some shoemakers and raibārīs (a pastoralist group) in 1764.573 At the time that the buyers 
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of the meat were fined, the Muslim escaped unpunished. When the crown was informed 
of this, it ordered that for the crime of killing the goat the Muslim be immediately 
banished from the town. In 1785, a few Muslims (musalmānāṃ) killed animals in 
Jaitaran town for which they were jailed and then released on bail. Soon after, the crown 
ordered their expulsion from the kingdom.574 Two Shekhanis, members of a Muslim 
community, served almost three years in jail for repeatedly killing animals.575 During a 
review of the inmates in Nagaur’s prisons, the crown commanded that these two were 
now to be released from prison but only to be thrown out of the kingdom. It ordered its 
subordinates in Nagaur to ensure that they were never able to re-enter Marwar. 576 
Dietary Diktats and Economic Setbacks 
 This campaign against jīv haṃsyā translated into nothing less than an assault upon 
the dietary preferences, nutritional base, as well as aesthetic and ethical choices of a 
swath of Marwar’s population. This swath overlapped heavily with all those who had not 
embraced, or had not been allowed to embrace, sectarian Vaishnavism over the past 
century or more.  
 The Rathor crown outlawed the possession of livestock by these now suspect 
communities, that is, butchers, thorīs, and bāvrīs in particular and Muslims in general. 
Members of these communities were considered incapable of resisting the urge or an 
inducement to kill animals, even after they had been arrested, fined, placed under 
                                                       
574 JSPB 32, VS 1842/1785 CE, f 152a. 
 







surveillance, and explicitly prohibited from doing so. Towards this end, the sale of 
livestock to members of these communities and to those from outside the kingdom was 
prohibited. In addition, any livestock that were already in their possession were to be 
forcibly sold off or handed over to members of communities that were known to refrain 
from meat eating.577 An order from 1785, to be implemented across the kingdom, 
commands the confiscation and sale of all livestock in the possession of khaṭīks, thorīs, 
and bāvrīs.578   
A crown decree from the 1785 prohibits “Muslims and other low castes” 
(“musalmān vagairai nīch jāt”) from keeping herds of goats or sheep.579 A careful watch 
was to be kept on Muslims who owned chickens to ensure that they did not kill them and, 
if they did, they were to be rigorously punished.580  Members of agriculturist 
communities, especially jāṭs and bishnoīs, whose religious convictions upheld a 
vegetarian diet were beneficiaries of this policy. They received control over herds of goat 
and sheep that had earlier belonged to butchers.581 For instance, in 1776 the crown 
ordered that herds that had earlier belonged the butchers of Nagaur were now to be 
distributed among the jāṭs of a particular village.582 Bishnoī Bala and jāṭ Sukha were 
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respectively given charge of such herds in Nagaur pargana.583 In all these cases, the 
herds were taken forcibly from the butchers and not purchased from them, as indicated by 
the concession made to them by the state in allowing them continuing ownership over the 
wool produced.584 
When a jāṭ peasant was discovered to have sold some animals to thorīs, the crown 
ordered that both the jāṭ and the thorīs should be fined if any of those animals were 
slaughtered.585 In Koliya pargana, a moneylender who had seized a jāṭ’s herd of goats, 
probably due to the latter’s indebtedness to him, sold the herd to a butcher.586 The jāṭ 
reported this crime to the crown.587 The crown demanded an explanation from the 
mahājan and ordered that any livestock that were in butchers’ possession should be sold 
immediately.588 The crown became so worried about livestock ending up in the wrong 
hands that it instructed its bureaucrats to regularly survey the herds in their domain to 
ensure that no animals were sold at all.589 
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The crown’s targeting of butchers, thoris, bāvrīs and Muslims shrank their 
respective resource bases, forbidding them practicing animal husbandry. For 
communities that were already being marginalized, if not expelled, and in the case of the 
butchers, forced to abandon the occupations in which they were skilled, being prohibited 
from keeping animals was a severe blow. The butchers appear to have been a community 
concentrated in urban areas. The thoris and bāvrīs appear to have been poor and socially 
marginal residents of rural areas. All three groups did not control land and so, when 
pushed out of the trades from which they earned their resources, animal husbandry could 
have been a viable new source of livelihood. Even if practiced on a small scale, the dairy 
produced by domesticated animals could have been a valuable source of sustenance for a 
dispossessed people. Barred from owning pastoral wealth and forced out of the 
professions in which they were skilled, the butchers in late eighteenth century Marwar 
would likely have been reduced to poverty. The crown dismissively recognized this by 
recommending that if they were worried about earning a living, the erstwhile butchers of 
Nagaur should become load-carriers.590 There was a transfer of pastoral wealth from 
thoris, bāvrīs, and butchers to peasant castes that were known to be vegetarian at the 
time, such as jāṭs and bishnoīs. 
The handling of those accused of jīv haṃsyā was far from uniform. The crown’s 
response to the commission of violence against animals depended on the social location 
and the political clout of the person charged. The local authorities sentenced a brāhmaṇ 
who was found guilty of slaying a large number of animals with the very light 
                                                       





punishment of distributing fifteen rupees worth of fodder among cows.591 When the 
crown discovered this, it commanded that the officer who let off the brāhmaṇ with such a 
light fine ought to be punished and a higher fine imposed.592 Chāraṇs Gordhan, Tejsi, 
and others of Lakhasni village in Jaitaran were pardoned for their involvement in a case 
of animal slaughter due to their accepting before the crown that if they were ever 
involved in the crime again, they should be punished.593 Allegations of meat eating 
against mahājan Dipa were dropped when he argued that they were unfounded and had 
become a source of shame for him and the rest of the local mahājan community.594 A 
snake that entered a Kakani (Maheshwari) brāhmaṇ’s home died when the brāhmaṇ hit it 
in self-defense. The brāhmaṇ was arrested for this but the crown ordered his immediate 
release with no punishment for killing the snake.595 When the swamis of various villages 
around the town of Kotda were discovered to have been continuing to hunt on the 
revenue-free lands (shasan) that had been granted to them, the crown ordered an 
immediate end to this violation of its laws without ordering a punishment.596 Another 
swami was able to convince the crown to order the return of his camel that had been 
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confiscated by the local authorities of Phalodhi for his alleged involvement in jīv 
haṃsyā.597  
Mehrā Godhu, of a merchant caste, was able to escape punishment for castrating a 
bull when he argued that the news reporters had falsely implicated him due to the malice 
that they held towards him.598 In light of his service to the crown, and perhaps due to the 
doubt cast by his testimony upon the allegations against him, the crown dismissed the 
case against him.599 In similar cases, charges were dropped against members of high-
ranking or well-to-do communities.600 
Often the crown’s own employees – generally members of the landed rājpūt elite 
-- refused to comply with its orders outlawing jīv haṃsyā. The crown was appalled by the 
refusal of a jagirdar of a village in Nagaur to refrain from hunting, despite the crown’s 
directives outlawing it.601 It ordered the local kachaiḍī to immediately make amends and 
for each of the officers of the kachaiḍī, the odhadars, to file separate reports on the 
progress made.602 Despite the crown’s orders to rectify the situation, it did not explicitly 
order the jagirdar’s arrest. A young rājpūt, the son of a Rathor, had killed a large number 
of animals in the countryside and upon discovering this, the crown merely reiterated the 
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strict and total application of its prohibition of animal slaughter.603 In Didwana, a local 
official’s son arranged for a fawn to be captured and kept as a pet for his amusement.604 
After a while, he grew tired of it, leaving the fawn to the fate of being eaten by dogs. 
When the crown got wind of this, it asked for an explanation for why the local official’s 
family captured the fawn in the first place if they were not going to take good care of 
it.605 Neither the official nor his family were punished for causing the animal’s death. In 
1803, the crown demanded the names of all those who, along with the head of the 
asamidar department, had been killing animals despite the order forbidding it.606 No 
further action was ordered against the guilty. 
Faced with the disobedience of its own employees, the crown ordered 
explanations and commanded that they be punished. In Siwana pargana, crown employee 
Mahecha rājpūt Sawaisingh Partapsinghot’s son continued to kill animals, despite a 
public recognition of the crown’s prohibition of the practice.607 In spite of being 
repeatedly upbraided, the young rājpūt could not give up his taste for meat. When the 
crown discovered that, on the occasion of another rājpūt’s visit, he had recently killed a 
deer, it ordered the immediate suspension of the payment of his father’s salary.608 In 
another episode, the crown ordered the immediate fining of four jagirdars in Desuri that 
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were observed by its reporters to have hunted animals despite their knowledge of the 
outlawing of animal slaughter.609 Five years later, in 1782, the crown discovered that its 
rājpūt employees were snatching raibārī herdsmen’s goats for slaughter.610 It 
commanded the local authorities to impose on them a fine as high they could bear.611 A 
rājpūt in Siwana lost his title (patta) to a village and had to pay a fine of a hundred 
rupees for killing an animal.612 Other rājpūts, this time in Desuri pargana, were fired 
from their posts as an inspector of weights and as a watchman, respectively, for killing 
animals.613 A bhomia (landholder) in Sojhat pargana was summoned but released 
without the payment of a fine in connection with a jīv haṃsyā case.614 When the crown 
got wind of this, it demanded that whomsoever was guilty of it should immediately be 
fined.615 In two separate cases in Siwana pargana, rājpūts killed animals and got away 
without punishment.616 For one, the crown ordered the imposition of a fine and in the 
other, involving the Rathors’ clansmen, the crown directed the authorities to let the guilty 
off with a warning.617 The crown rued the lack of inquiry into a rājpūt’s killing of a deer 
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in Maroth pargana, a crime that was discovered when the man charged with delivering 
the venison to the rājpūt’s father was intercepted by the authorities.618 Clearly, then, 
members of locally influential, landed groups such as rājpūts and office-holders such as 
jagirdars continued to kill animals and eat meat, in spite of the crown’s ban. Office 
bearers such as jagirdars persisted in spite of their own responsibility as crown 
employees to contribute towards ensuring conformity with the prohibition. 
Some inkling of the difficulty of acting against locally powerful and influential 
violators of the ban against animal slaughter is given by references that indicate the 
hesitation of local officials to punish the powerful and the elite with whom they lived in 
daily proximity. This is illustrated by the 1784 observation by the crown of the failure of 
local authorities to act on a complaint by the landlord of Bhakhri village in Parbatsar 
pargana.619 The landlord notified the authorities when the village jagirdar’s had killed a 
pregnant deer but the authorities failed to pursue the matter.620 The jagirdar of another 
village in the pargana also slaughtered animals and then too, the case was dismissed 
without an inquiry.621 In Siwana pargana, when an indentured servant (hali) from a 
jagirdar’s estate killed an animal, the jagirdar reported that the servant had gone off to 
his natal village.622 After another, possibly influential rājpūt intervened on the jagirdar’s 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
618 JSPB 30, VS 1841/1784 CE, f 138a. 
 











behalf, the local authorities failed to prosecute the case, letting the jagirdar off without a 
fine, leading the crown to command that the guilty be fined.623 The record is rife with 
other instances of the crown noting the local administration’s failure to punish jagirdars 
and rājpūts for killing animals.624 At other times, jagirdars and rājpūts were able to 
convince the crown to drop cases against them or to reduce the punishments.625  
Other than fear of reprisals by locally powerful groups, local officials who bore 
the responsibility of implementing the ban on jīv haṃsyā sometimes succumbed to 
inducements. A Mahecha rājpūt managed to get away with a much lower fine than 
another rājpūt of equal standing due to the former’s granting of a discount on the winter 
and monsoon crops to all the high local officials.626 Fined for killing an animal, the 
jagirdar of a village in Koliya pargana paid a little more than half the fifteen rupees he 
was fined for the crime.627 In the meantime, he paid twenty-five rupees to high local 
officials for which the crown demanded an explanation.628 It was probably because of the 
bribe he paid to the local officials that he was able to get away with a relatively small fine 
for a landed person. 
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On other occasions, the perpetrators of violence against animals were beyond the 
punitive reach of the state. A rājpūt in Sojhat raided a village, carrying away forty 
animals into the fastness and killing eleven.629 With the rājpūt raider already beyond its 
reach, the crown could perhaps do no more than issue a directive for the recovery of the 
raided pastoral wealth and for the punishment of the thieves. In Daulatpura, a rajpur 
jagirdar complained to the crown of a raid on his village in which, apart from the theft of 
residents’ belongings, an animal had been killed and carried off.630 The jagirdar pursued 
the bandits up to another village before losing their scent. The crown was concerned 
about the failure to catch the killer of the animal but, under the circumstances, could do 
no more than order that this be done.631 
Towards people of agriculturist and other middling castes who got caught up in 
accusations of jīv haṃsyā, too, the local authorities were frequently quite lax in imposing 
punishment. It was only when the crown got wind of this that strict punishment was 
ordered. The kachaiḍī summoned jāṭs Sukha and Jalap and a few of their caste fellows 
for castrating bulls but due to the intervention of the employees of the village jagirdar in 
their favor, they were let off without any punishment.632 There were a few other cases 
from different parganas in which jāṭs accused of jīv haṃsyā were not punished by local 
authorities, leading the crown to command immediate punishment of the guilty.633 Mālī 
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Durga was arrested but soon let off on the charge of being involved in hitting a cow so 
hard that she aborted the fetus she was carrying.634 The local authorities did not charge a 
sirvi despite his having killed a snake.635 In all these cases, when the crown discovered 
the laxity of the local authorities in prosecuting those guilty of jīv haṃsyā, it ordered the 
immediate punishment of all those who had committed the crime. Sunārī Viri, a woman 
of the goldsmith community, asked the crown for help when she was slapped with a fine 
for killing an animal.636 She asserted her innocence, blamed others for the incident, and 
stressed her inability to pay the fine. The crown assented to her request, without stating 
whether it was her innocence or her indigence that it recognized, and dismissed both the 
charges and the fine against her.637  
The few members of artisanal and service castes who were caught on charges of 
animal slaughter were always punished. Unlike the jagirdars, rājpūts, brāhmaṇs, 
mahājans, and jāṭs who were accused of animal slaughter, these groups were largely 
unable to wiggle their way out of punishment. Salt-makers Ajbi and Khetudi, textile-
printer Maniya of Nagaur, alcohol-brewer Daliya of Parbatsar, carpenter Lavara of 
Maroth, oil-presser Kesariya of Sojhat, and a tailor from Sojhat were all fined for their 
involvement in jīv haṃsyā.638 Of these, the tailor was fined for selling a herd of goats to a 
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butcher. Some of them petitioned the crown for a reduction of the fine since it was too 
heavy for them to pay. There is a only one case where the crown pardoned oil-pressers, 
textile-printers, and cotton-ginners for killing animals and, in its ruling, the state 
identifies all of these as title-holders in land.639 
For those who belonged to leatherworking, sweeping, and other such 
marginalized communities, an allegation of jīv haṃsyā translated automatically into 
punishment, typically fines but in some instances, imprisonment or corporal punishment 
too. Sometimes, the crown even demanded that the fine originally imposed was 
insufficient and that it be raised. Balāī Natha and his sister’s son were imprisoned and 
slapped with a large fine while the others accused of committing the crime of jīv haṃsyā 
with them were fined.640 The crown demanded a higher fine than was levied by the local 
authorities on the leather-working meghvāls of Sojhat for eating meat.641 It also ordered 
the punishment of leather-working balāī Dala for his hitting a buffalo that aborted her 
fetus due to the injury.642 A ḍheḍh (also a leatherworking caste) from Maroth killed an 
animal and ran away for fear of the punishment. The jagirdar of the village arrested the 
ḍheḍh’s son and handed him over to the local authorities.643 A bhangi (sweeper), 
unnamed, of Jodhpur pargana was arrested and beaten for his involvement in jīv 
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haṃsyā.644 A jhāḍūkas (member of a caste of sweepers) was fined 12 rupees for killing 
an animal but when the crown found out about this, it ordered for the fine to be raised.645 
A brāhmaṇ accused balāī Hira of stabbing his cow, for which the crown ordered that he 
be properly fined.646 
Surveillance, Informing, and Social Conflict 
 As a result of the crown’s directive to its officers and to its subjects to keep an eye 
upon their neighbors from the kasāī, thorī and bāvrī communities, informers began to 
present the desired reports to the crown. In 1784, Munshi Gokul, a crown employee 
spotted meat in some kasāī homes in Parbatsar pargana.647 The local authorities failed to 
carry out a rigorous investigation and could not apprehend the guilty, who had 
purportedly run away to Malwa. The crown reprimanded the local authorities for failing 
to mount a full-fledged investigation and ordered that the one person who had been 
caught in connection with the matter should be fully punished.648 Acting on information 
collected by royal news reporters, the local authorities arrested two women, one of the 
cloth dying community (rangrezan) and the other, an ironsmith.649 In captivity, the two 
coughed up the names all the others that had been involved in the meat-eating episode 
with them. As a result, a drummer in royal employ (savāī nagārchī) was caught and he 
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too was pressured to name names. Sensing laxity on the part of the local administration, 
the crown ordered that all those named in the case should be fined and a search 
undertaken for the absconding butchers.650 
 The crown’s surveillance networks helped to point its energies towards particular 
individuals suspected of animal slaughter. In 1785, the crown was notified of the role of a 
thorī in shooting a deer dead, of a gujjar (pastoralist) in castrating a bull, and of the local 
khaṭīks regularly slaughtering animals.651 A single village was the site of all these 
violations of Rathor law and the crown ordered immediate punishment of the guilty in 
each case. The crown was informed by its news reporters that the butchers of Bagru 
village in Sambhar pargana were freely slaying animals and selling the meat in the 
towns.652 Two guards of the local chauntrā had been in charge of keeping an eye on the 
place and the crown adjudged that it was they who should pay the price for the crime. It 
was ordered that they should be fined in proportion to their means for their failure to 
prevent animal slaughter and to report its occurrence if it did occur.653 
The campaign had an impact on the rest of Marwari society as well. For instance, 
judicial records reflect the curious phenomenon of meat showing up in the homes of 
respectable Marwaris without any solicitation of it on their part, or so they claimed. Bhāṭ 
Harchand’s wife and son were arrested for eating meat and in their defense, the bhāṭ 
appealed to the state. The bhāṭ blamed a khaṭīknī (woman of the butcher community) for 
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bringing meat, without any solicitation, to their home.654 In response, the crown ruled that 
the bhāṭ be let off, without ordering any further pursuit of the case or the khaṭīkni’s 
involvement in it.655 When a woman from the goldsmith community, sunārī Viri, was 
fined by the local authorities for eating meat she appealed to the crown for mercy, 
arguing that she was innocent.656 She blamed her Muslim neighbors who, she said, had 
regularly killed animals and were the ones who had thrown the animal flesh into her 
house. The crown responded favorably to her appeal and ordered the local administration 
to dismiss the case against the sunārī, without ordering an inquiry against the Muslim 
neighbors she had named.657 The next year, in 1786, the crown summoned a jagirdar 
when some of his employees were accused of hunting animals in Desuri pargana.658 The 
jagirdar defended himself by blaming a ḍheḍh (leather-working) woman, who it appears 
had reported him, for having filed the complaint out of malice towards him. The crown 
closed the case, concluding that the perpetrator of the crime was a golā659 man from 
outside the region who had since gotten away.660 
Apart from institutionalized surveillance upon thorīs, bāvrīs, and butchers, the air 
in eighteenth-century Marwar was vitiated by the crown’s zealous prosecution of jīv 
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haṃsyā allegations. Each subject was a potential informer and, given governmental 
intolerance towards meat-eating, many a Marwari seized the opportunity to accuse a 
neighbor, a caste fellow, or a kin for being involved in animal slaughter. When mahājan 
Dipa hired a shaman to revive his unconscious wife, someone informed the crown that he 
and his family had consumed meat and alcohol as part of the ritual.661 As a result, the 
mahājan’s family was arrested. He asked the crown for help, alleging that someone had 
concocted the story and that the report was false (jhūṭī chuglī kīvī).662 Someone falsely 
named khaṭīkni Mani, who earned a living from dying hides, of being involved in animal 
slaughter.663 The landowner of Bhakhri village in Parbatsar informed the crown when the 
son of the local jagirdar killed a deer, that too one that was pregnant.664 Mahājan 
Mayachand raised an alarm when he realized that a jagirdar was killing animals inside 
his fortress in Siwana pargana.665  
Frequently, those accused of jīv haṃsyā argued that the allegation was entirely 
false and that the person who had reported them for committing it harbored ill-will 
towards them. In 1789, rājpūt Hanvantsingh Jīvansinghot informed the crown that 
another rājpūt, a young man who had been in the state’s employ but had been fired for 
killing an animal, was innocent.666 He explained that the young rājpūt  used to frequently 
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play with the boys of the local swami community. One day, the rājpūt’s servants beat the 
up the swami boys. Despite the swamis’ complaints to him, the rājpūt failed to upbraid 
the servants involved.667 Soon after, a couple of the swamis’ goats died due to an 
epidemic among them. When a third goat died, the seething swamis vented their anger 
towards the rājpūt by wringing its neck and complaining to the kachaiḍī that the rājpūt 
had killed it. The rājpūt was declared guilty and fired from state service and it was only 
after a determined campaign by Hanvantsingh that the crown accepted his innocence and 
ordered his reinstatement.668 
Jat Valiya’s son unintentionally caused a sheep’s death while watching his 
family’s crop.669 A brāhmaṇ soon came to their house, asking for alms, and when the jat 
refused to give him any, the brāhmaṇ created a ruckus. Later, the brāhmaṇ went to the 
authorities and accused the jat of killing the sheep that had earlier died.670 As a result, the 
local authorities fined the jat. It was only after the jat managed to relay this account to the 
crown that the fine against him was dropped and the brāhmaṇ asked to explain 
himself.671 In a similar case, brāhmaṇ Kachro of Parbatsar accused jat Harko of shirking 
his duties at the royal temple in Parbatsar pargana in which they both worked and of 















eating meat.672 In his defense, the jat argued that he reported to work every day and had 
never been involved in jīv haṃsyā.673 Instead, it was the brāhmaṇ who disappeared for 
long intervals to the town due to which prayers were only intermittently held at the 
temple. The jat said it was because he demanded his salary from the brāhmaṇ that the 
latter had become incensed and fabricated these baseless allegations against him.674 
Another jat, Devla, of a village in Nagaur pargana protested his indictment for 
animal slaughter when he was innocent.675 He argued that the jagirdar of his village 
harbored ill will towards him after the jat had demanded the twenty five rupees he loaned 
to the jagirdar eight years ago.676 Out of malice, the jagirdar teamed up with a jat and 
lodged a complaint of animal slaughter against jat Devla, taking advantage of the sudden 
death of one of the goats in his herd.677 The jat protested against this false report (“jhuthi 
chugli”) that resulted in a fine of seventy rupees upon him. The crown ordered a hearing 
of the case that brought the jat, the jagirdar, and all the witnesses to the case face-to-
face.678 
Even though such informers aided the crown’s campaign, often with their own 
selfish ends in mind, sometimes they paid the price for their actions. A woman from the 
                                                       

















trading mehra community petitioned the crown for help after her son-in-law hit her.679 
She said that her son-in-law had become hostile towards her and started taunting her after 
she reported him to the crown for eating meat.680 A courtesan, pātar Jiu, informed the 
crown when a Bhati rājpūt from the neighboring kingdom of Jaisalmer hunted a deer and 
ate its meat at another pātar’s house in Pali town.681 In 1784, Vyas brāhmaṇ Gokla 
informed the crown that a butcher, khaṭīk Rehman and others had committed jīv 
haṃsyā.682 Acting on the lead, the local authorities caught the accused red-handed, as 
they were cooking some meat on a fire. Despite this, they took no action against the 
guilty, leading the crown to command that this be done immediately.683 In the same year, 
the Vyas reported the killing of animals and the castration of bulls at the hands of jāṭs 
Durga, Dala, and others. In a reflection, perhaps, of their lack of sympathy for the 
crown’s anti-jīv haṃsyā campaign, the local authorities fined the Vyas four rupees and 
did not pursue his complaint further.684 Jāṭ Natha reported the other jāṭs of his village in 
Siwana pargana to the local authorities for killing animals.685 Instead of the meat eaters 
being penalized, it was Natha who was beaten up. He then approached the crown for help 
and managed to elicit a ruling that commanded the punishment of the guilty and of those 
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who beat up Natha.686 Another agriculturist, sirvī Birai, was thrown out of his village and 
threatened with murder after he reported the jagirdars of the village to the authorities for 
killing an animal.687 Jāṭ Ratansi faced pressure to leave his village after a complaint by 
him resulted in the other residents of his village being fined by the authorities.688 When 
he first set out to present his case before the crown, these villagers intercepted and beat 
him en route.689 Jāṭ Ratna’s wife complained to the kachaiḍī when some kyāmkhānīs in 
her village killed an animal.690 The kyāmkhānīs were fined and in revenge, got the village 
jagirdar to confiscate all her belongings and throw her out of the village. Despite her 
procuring two subsequent orders from the crown for her re-settlement in the village, she 
was not allowed in.691 
There were other instances of informers facing retaliation. A keeper of the 
crown’s fodder supply, charvādār Bakhtiya, was accused of stealing grain from the 
crown’s stocks.692 When confronted, he deflected the crown’s attention towards a 
member of the barber caste, nāī Rodiya, accusing him of having killed an animal. 
Brought before the local authorities, the barber pleaded his innocence, saying that the 
charvadar had falsely denounced him for killing an animal in retaliation for the barber 
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informing the crown of the charvadar’s theft of grain.693 Before releasing him, a local 
official had the barber hung from a tree and flogged until his skin peeled off. Meanwhile, 
the charvadar was arrested so that he could be made to explain his lie but he managed to 
sneak past the jail guards and escape from fortress in which he was imprisoned.694 When 
news of this case reached the crown, it asked the local authorities to explain why they 
beat the barber without first fully verifying the facts of the case. The crown ordered the 
guards to explain how the charvadar could have escaped on their watch and fined 
them.695 A swami (ascetic) who accused some other swamis in Pali pargana of animal 
slaughter returned after a few years away from his encampment to find that the local 
kachaiḍī had confiscated all his belongings.696 Believing that the swamis he had reported 
earlier had instigated this as revenge, he appealed to the crown for help.697 
The campaign against animal slaughter soon descended into an impossible tangle 
of allegations and counter-allegations. Cotton-ginner (pīṇjārā) Jīva told the kachaiḍī that 
another cotton-ginner, Inayat, had gone to another village and eaten meat.698 Inayat was 
fined but petitioned the crown for a dismissal of the charges, saying that Jīva had made 
them up.699 In Merta, another pīṇjārā asserted his innocence and in a bid to exonerate 
himself, he accused four other members of his caste of eating meat (“māti khāvaṇ”).700 A 
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woman from the bhāṭ (bard) community got a butcher to secretly deliver some meat to 
her home.701 When news of this spread, she and her daughter-in-law fled and hid at a 
brāhmaṇ’s home. They were soon caught by the local authorities and named another 
brāhmaṇ, the son of Pandit Mharam, as being the one for whom she had ordered the 
meat. The crown ordered the arrest of everyone that the bhāṭ woman named.702 A rājpūt 
and his supporters were able to convince the crown that an allegation of animal slaughter 
against him was entirely false and was born of a servant’s anger towards his master, 
arising from a prior dispute.703 Another rājpūt, from a village in Desuri pargana, blamed 
a resentful ḍheḍhni for falsely attributing a case of animal slaughter to him when the real 
culprit was someone else.704 The crown accepted this defense. A jagirdar in Nagaur 
pargana who was accused of killing a local peasant’s ram countered the allegation by 
naming a Bhati rājpūt as the person who had committed the crime.705 Bhāṭ Harchand of 
Merta blamed a woman of the butcher community for bringing meat to his home without 
his asking for it.706  
 Reports of jīv haṃsyā, both true and concocted, created fissures in local 
communities when, for instance, caste fellows began to report their caste fellows. Kasāī 
Natha attracted the ire of all the other butchers of Nagaur when he reported all their now 
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illegal activities to the crown.707 Block-printer Nathū dutifully reported to the crown the 
trapping of birds and animals by some chiḍīmārs (bird-catchers) and the subsequent sale 
of this catch to some of his caste fellows.708 He probably never imagined that this conflict 
would engulf his own family for soon after, one of his own sons falsely implicated the 
other for being involved in the purchase of the trapped creatures.709 
 The crown’s encouragement of an atmosphere where its subjects became its eyes 
and ears in the campaign against jīv haṃsyā created a mass of judicial complaints for to 
sort through. The campaign against animal slaughter became a weapon in the hands of its 
subjects for the playing out of their grievances against each other. Among castes in which 
jīv haṃsyā was anathema, the membership of someone found guilty of the crime would 
become a source of intra-caste conflict. An atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust would 
certainly have resulted from the ever-present possibility of a friend, a neighbor, an 
employee, a kin, or a caste fellow turning into an informant, not to mention the threat 
posed by the crown’s own network of news reporters. 
Conclusion 
 The sustained effort to criminalize meat eating and impose a vegetarian diet that 
played out in late eighteenth-century Marwar was one that lacks historical precedent and 
perhaps also, remains without parallel. The project was entirely in consonance with 
Vaishnav and Jain ethics to which much of Marwar’s elite population subscribed by the 
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late eighteenth century and served to further stigmatize the achhep or ‘untouchable’ pole 
against which this community organized itself.  For the crown, the project for the 
construction of a vegetarian subject body translated into an attempt to banish from within 
its domain some of the groups that were a challenge to its authority. The thorīs and 
bāvrīs, already deemed achhep, had a precarious existence as vagrant hunters. Unlike the 
much more powerful and well-entrenched bhīls, meṇās, and other hill-dwelling groups, 
the thorīs and bāvrīs were economically, politically, and socially weak. The butchers, 
similarly, were an urban caste that derived their subsistence entirely from practicing their 
trade. Like the thorīs and bāvrīs, they did not have the political or economic resources to 
resist their dispossession and criminalization in this period. For the bulk of Marwar’s 
population, as the campaign against jīv haṃsyā unfolded, it dissolved into a welter of 
allegations and counter-allegations that were frequently impossible and exhausting to 
untangle. The crown’s authority still rested in part on that of landholders and local elites, 
and this curtailed its ability to punish everyone who was guilty. In the end, the crown’s 
battle for vegetarianism translated into the stigmatization and impoverishment of thorīs, 
bāvrīs, and butchers. To a lesser extent, the pursuit of a vegetarian domain resulted in the 
persecution of members of artisanal, service, and menial castes for they lacked the social 
capital to escape the fines that arose from being indicted for jīv haṃsyā.  At the same 
time, for the groups that had become drawn into the Vaishnav fold by this time period, 
the crown’s prosecution of meat eating helped enforce conformity with the ethical and 
dietary regime that they publicly performed a strict adherence to. In the quest for the 
delineation of a Hindu community led by mahājans and brāhmaṇs, an ethical objection 




groups, members of the mercantile castes enforced conformity to vegetarianism upon 
each other and it is only their petitions, and not those of accused members of other 
communities, that cite shame as a consequence of this accusation. 
The campaign against jīv haṃsyā allowed the Rathor state to amass moral capital 
and legitimacy in the eyes of the more influential sections of its bureaucratic machinery 
and subject body, even as it disarmed, disempowered, and dispossessed those who had 
the means to challenge its authority in small and localized ways. The crown turned a 
blind eye towards institutionalized forms of violence against its poor and low caste 
human subjects. The singling out of vegetarianism as the most significant element of a 
moral regime of non-violence gave rise to a coercive campaign that forced those deemed 
‘Hindu’ to be vegetarian while also constructing those not Hindu or not allowed to be 
Hindu as immutably given towards now-immoral meat-eating. The campaign against 
meat eating in Marwar was central to the birth of an early modern Hindu subject there. 
This process, however, was deeply political, built upon the legislative, punitive, and 
surveillance capabilities of the crown. Touching the everyday lives of ordinary people in 
the towns and villages of Marwar, the forging of this new community was premised on 
the delineation of the achhep domain as indelibly marked by qualities of body and mind – 







On Moral Grounds:  
Alcohol, Gambling, and Illicit Sex in Eighteenth Century Marwar 
 
 The late-eighteenth century effort of the merchants and brāhmaṇs of Marwar to 
demarcate an exclusive domain reshaped, as previous chapters have demonstrated, 
residential patterns, ritual practice, local economies, and diets in the region. With the 
state on board, these efforts adversely affected the political and social standing of those 
who were ranked ‘low’ in local social hierarchies, denying them perquisites and rights 
that they had earlier held. It was not just ‘low’-caste groups that were objects of the effort 
to reshape the region’s hierarchy. In the same decades, the process of the elevation of an 
exclusive community of elites also demanded the disciplining of the members of that 
nascent elite. This disciplining entailed a regulation of the senses, demanding a 
moderation of the appetites. In late eighteenth century Marwar, merchants and brāhmaṇs 
enforced upon their members a code of honor that entailed restraint from worldly and 
bodily pleasure. Sex, money, and alcohol, as vehicles of corporal pleasure, were to be 
approached with caution. Of the three, alcohol, like meat, was anathema. The merchants 
and brāhmaṇs of the region were able to wield their influence upon the crown and local 
administration, as well as their own participation in state machinery as officers, to 
enforce as universal law the rules of their own incipient community of elites. The role of 
extensive surveillance networks, run by the state, in reporting instances of these ‘crimes’ 
indicates a high degree of penetration of society by the Rathor state. Through a study of 
the Rathor crown’s interventions in regulating liquor consumption, gambling, and sexual 




Hindu community entailed the imposition of a new regime of sensory discipline upon its 
members as well as the naturalization of the correlation between virtue, abstinence from 
bodily pleasure, and high social status. 
Liquor and Gambling 
It was not just meat but alcohol too that was off-limits in late eighteenth century 
Marwar. In 1784, the crown’s spies informed it they had found evidence of animal 
slaughter and the existence of breweries (dārū rī bhaṭī) in the region of Ghanerao. The 
crown immediately ordered its administrators in the provincial headquarters at Desuri to 
make special arrangements to put an end to these practices.710 Seventeen years later, in 
1801, the crown in Jodhpur was still seeking to enforce the ban. It dispatched a decree to 
all of its provincial headquarters stating: 
• There should be no animal slaughter (jīv haṁsyā). Prevent the 
butchers (kasāīs) from practicing their trade. Issue an undertaking. 
• Do not allow the sale of alcohol without a permit. Get the brewers 
(kalāls) to sign an undertaking (muchalkā) committing to this. 
Enforce this in the towns. For the villages in the province, dispatch parwanas 
bearing these orders. These practices should cease everywhere. Whoever 
continues with them will be punished and fined to ensure that they never 
repeat these again.711 
 
 Two years after this, the crown received reports that the hākim in Didwana had 
permitted the brewers in his jurisdiction to sell alcohol (dārū). Noting that the orders it 
had dispatched earlier prohibited animal slaughter and the sale of alcohol, the crown 
threatened the hākim of Didwana with severe punishment if such a report ever surfaced 
again. It ordered him to explain himself in writing and to fine the brewers who had gone 
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ahead with defying the crown’s ban on the sale of alcohol.712 From at the least 1770, the 
Rathor crown outlawed the general production and sale of alcohol. Liquor was now only 
to be consumed with royal permission and there are a few instances of such permission 
being granted even in this time of general prohibition.713 
 The crown’s responses to the reports of liquor consumption in its domain tie its 
prohibition of alcohol consumption with that of animal slaughter, as illustrated above. 
Reiterating the relationship between the two crimes, in 1801, the crown reprimanded its 
officers in Daulatpura kachaiḍī for defying the orders it had dispatched earlier banning 
meat eating and drinking. Despite these orders, men from the local administration – the 
kilādār and the faujdār, both rājpūts, and a servant (chākar) of unidentified caste – had 
gotten drunk, indulged in drunken revelry (phītur714 and matvāl715) right in front of the 
fort’s gate. The crown’s spies informed it of this infraction and it demanded an 
explanation for this open disregard for its laws, that too by its own officers. It also added, 
in the same communication, that the Daulatpura kachaiḍī should put an end to the sale of 
alcohol in the butchers’ quarter (kasāīvāḍā) in the town.716 When confronted with yet 
another instance of its officers defying the ban on alcohol, the crown bunched its order in 
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response to the report along with one concerning animal slaughter.717 The prohibition of 
meat eating, then, was part of the same moral regime in early modern Marwar that 
proscribed the consumption of alcohol. In both cases, the state elevated the ethical 
injunctions embraced by elite subjects, in particular, merchants and brāhmaṇs, to the 
status of universal law.  
 From the outset, as demonstrated above, its own highest-ranking local officials 
defied the crown’s attempt to impose prohibition within its domain. The earliest reference 
in the Sanad Parwana Bahis to prohibition in Marwar is from 1771. In that year, the 
crown’s spies informed it that at a celebration at the house of the kārkūn of Phalodhi, 
rājpūt and sunār (goldsmith) women sang songs and, five-six days later, drank the 
alcohol that the kārkūn served them in return for their services. The crown demanded that 
all the local officers send in a report explaining their version of this event.718 Next year, 
in 1772, the crown’s spies brought news that the people of Nagaur drank alcohol while 
celebrating the spring festival of Holi. It asked the administrators of the town to explain 
why they allowed this violation of the kingdom’s laws.719 Holi clearly occasioned much 
merriment and in the same year, a silhaipos (armored soldier) in Bilada town asked the 
local hakim for some alcohol on the occasion of the festival. Instead of procuring the 
alcohol under state supervision from the brewers’ homes, the silhaipos had his soldiers 
bring it directly and drank it. The hakim denied granting them the permission to do this 
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and the crown ordered that the local authorities immediately investigate how such a 
flagrant infringement of its laws could occur.720 The crown’s spies reported the drunken 
revelry that the sons of two high ranking officers in Jalor, along with a mutsaddi, had 
indulged in while on their way to attend the annual fair of Mahadevji Jalandharji. On 
their way back to Jalor, they procured some courtesans (pātarīyāṁ) and entered the town 
singing. Appalled, the crown asked for a detailed report of the entire matter, trying to 
ascertain exactly who among the many officers involved were to blame.721 When 
confronted with a low-ranked employee of its own violating the ban on liquor, the crown 
could swiftly strike him off its rolls. This is the fate that nāī (barber) Nagla, a soldier in 
the daroga’s troop, met with when he molested a woman and struck a leatherworker 
(meghvāl) with a sword after getting drunk.722 
 In 1774, a brewer from a village in Parbatsar petitioned the crown for help. The 
jagirdar of his village asked him to set up a brewery (“dārū rī bhaṭī kāḍh”) but the 
brewer had refused to do, citing his intention to comply the royal prohibition (īṇ bāt rī śrī 
darbār rī manāī hai). Angered, the jagirdar confiscated the brewer’s livestock. The 
brewer turned to the provincial kachaiḍī for justice but despite the kachaiḍī’s order 
commanding the jagirdar to return the brewer’s animals to him, the jagirdar had failed to 
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do so. In response to the petition, the crown instructed the local kachaiḍī to ensure that 
the jagirdar returned the brewer’s livestock to him.723 
 Why did the Rathor state outlaw drinking within its domain? I suggest that the 
royal position on the issue reflected the moral preoccupations of the crown’s elite 
subjects, the merchants and brāhmaṇs. Both gambling and drinking had long carried 
unwholesome connotations, reflecting in the prohibitions that various religious codes, 
including those of Islam, Vaishnavism, Shastric brahmanism, and Jainism placed upon 
them. Historically, however, membership of these religious communities did not 
necessarily translate into a resolute adherence to teetotalism. Rather, the relationship 
between ethico-legal injunctions and practice varied tremendously. Krishnaite sects of the 
day, however, did not tolerate alcohol consumption, at least not in theory. In this, they 
sharply distinguished themselves from tantric practice, in competition with whom they 
had arisen, whose very ritual entailed the consumption of alcohol. The declaration and 
enforcement of a ban on liquor by royal fiat upon an entire society, as it occurred in 
Marwar, is notable then for its strict imposition of a sectarian ethical principle. It is also 
significant that this proscription aligned with attitudes towards alcohol that had by this 
time become dominant among mercantile and brāhmaṇ communities in the region. 
 Brāhmaṇs regulated their own communities to ensure compliance with this 
regime of abstinence from alcohol. If a member of these communities violated the ban on 
drinking, it was not just the state but also his own caste council that would punish him. In 
1786, the community of Shrīmālī brāhmaṇs of a few villages in Siwana became polarized 
                                                       





into factions on the question of how to deal with their caste fellow, Anop. Anop drank 
alcohol. Four of his caste fellows, in their determination to have him punished, ganged 
up, paid thirty rupees of extra tax to get the local administrators on board in their quest, 
and managed to catch him in the act of drinking. This happened on the eve of Anop’s 
niece’s wedding and, as a result, all the local Shrīmālī brāhmaṇs declared that they would 
boycott the wedding feast, effectively excommunicating Anop and his family. After the 
dust had settled, Anop’s family went ahead with the wedding feast and this time, many 
local Shrīmālī brāhmaṇs attended. When the four who had been determined to see Anop 
expelled reprimanded them for socializing with an outcaste, many in the local community 
of Shrīmālī brāhmaṇs turned on the four complainants and threatened to expel them from 
the caste instead. Taken aback, the four men reported the entire matter to the crown. The 
crown ordered that if Anop had consumed alcohol and if he had indeed been expelled 
from the caste, then he should be fined and everyone who had joined in the wedding feast 
should be reminded to refrain from establishing social relationships with an outcaste.724  
The local authorities in Siwana then conducted an ordeal (dhīj)725 to try to resolve 
the matter but both sides were proven true. Anop and his family were, as a result of the 
inconclusive ordeal, reincorporated into the local caste group. Secure in their position, 
they began to bully one of the men who had reported Anop, disrupting his attempts to 
interact with their caste fellows. They were so persistent that the bullied brāhmaṇ 
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presented the case before the crown in 1789, three years after he had first petitioned it.726 
While the petitioner won the crown’s sympathy yet again, the case demonstrates that in 
brāhmaṇ communities, the consumption of alcohol was considered a crime severe 
enough to result in expulsion from the caste. In Anop’s case, his caste fellows chose to 
turn a blind eye to his drinking, but had they all formally accepted his guilt, the norms 
within their community would have demanded Anop’s expulsion from the caste group. It 
was not the question of what their response to alcohol consumption should be that 
divided the Shrimali brāhmaṇs of Nagaur, it was whether to formally hold Anop 
responsible for the crime. 
A similar acquiescence to the outlawing of liquor can be observed among those 
upwardly mobile communities that sought inclusion in the elite realm of the mahājans 
and brāhmaṇs. In 1776, the local caste group of goldsmiths (sunārs) in Phalodhi gathered 
and decided to fine fifteen of their caste-fellows two hundred and twenty-five rupees for 
drinking. The fifteen men then petitioned the crown for a discount on the fine, citing their 
inability to pay such a large sum, and managed to have it reduced to seventy-five 
rupees.727 As shown earlier, the goldsmiths had been making a concerted effort to assert 
parity with the mahājans. They fought for the right of their bridegrooms to lead their 
wedding processions astride horses, for their women to wear veils, and for their inclusion 
in communal rituals – all privileges that the mahājans enjoyed but tried to deny to the 
goldsmiths. 
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The crown’s severe curbs on the production and sale of alcohol hurt the brewers 
the most. Like the butchers in contemporary Marwar, they found their trade outlawed and 
the craft they were skilled in no longer permissible. Risking punishment, some continued 
to brew and sell alcohol on the sly. Some, such as the brewers of Merta, got caught. In 
1786, the crown asked the kachaiḍī in Merta to explain why it had permitted the brewers 
to re-settle in the town when they had been expelled earlier for brewing alcohol (kalālāṁ 
dārū kāḍhī thī). It demanded a list of names of all the brewers who had returned to Merta 
despite being banished earlier.728 Others were more fortunate, ingeniously building on 
influential contacts and continued demand. Running a successful brewing business in 
these times, however, attracted the anger of those who had complied with the law of the 
land. In 1789, all the brewers of Sojhat formed a delegation and petitioned the crown. 
They complained that kalāl Jairam had set up many breweries, despite the royal ban on 
alcohol manufacture, and also imported alcohol from elsewhere for sale in Marwar. All 
the local authorities in Sojhat had failed to prevent or punish him for this. “All of us have 
turned to farming to earn a living. Despite his selling alcohol in a time of prohibition, 
why hasn’t he been fined?” they asked. The crown instructed the kachaiḍī in Sojhat to 
explain itself and to fine Jairam.729 
 In the same decades, the Rathor crown also criminalized gambling (juvai ramnā), 
unlike Rathor efforts to enforce vegetarianism, it was mahājans who were prominent 
among those accused of this crime. In 1771, the Rathor crown reiterated to its 
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administrators in Phalodhi that gambling was banned in all the towns. It pressured the 
kachaiḍī to impose higher fines on anyone caught gambling, reprimanding it for lowering 
fines more recently.730 Mahājans are conspicuous in their centrality to cases of 
gambling.731 In 1774, mahājan Bhikha of Jalor petitioned the crown, saying that while he 
had been caught gambling, the other mahājans who were caught with him were fined one 
or two rupees while he had been fined four and a half rupees. Noting the discrepancy, the 
crown ordered the koṭvāli chauntrā in Jalor to give him a discount of two rupees on the 
fine.732 The next year, two Krishna devotees, bhagats Chainram and Surdas appealed to 
the crown for help when the chauntrā in Merta fined them for gambling. They said that 
while they were on their begging rounds, they had merely sat with some mahājan boys 
who were gambling (juvai ramtā thā). The boys were about to give the devotees a few 
cowries in charity when the local authorities arrested them for gambling. Later, men from 
the chauntrā arrested the devotees too, accusing them of lending money to the mahājan 
boys so that the latter could gamble on their behalf (īṇā nu rupīyā udhārā de nai tai juvai 
ramāyā chhai). As punishment, the chauntrā then canceled a debt of twenty-one rupees 
that a local mahājan owed the devotees and kept them under arrest for seven days. 
Sympathetic to the devotees’ plight, the crown ordered the Merta chauntrā to have the 
money that was due to them returned and to explain why it had treated them so 
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harshly.733  In the year 1788, three mahājans and two brāhmaṇs got caught in Sojhat and 
a handful of mahājans ran afoul of a local officer in Merta for gambling.734  
The criminalization of gambling was, I suggest, an effort by the Rathor crown to 
collect a share of the mahājans’ growing wealth. A community of bankers and traders, 
the mahājans of Marwar commanded the flow of money from the local to the sub-
continental level. It is noteworthy that the mahājans are predominant among those fined 
for gambling. In late eighteenth century Marwar, the mahājans were among the few 
communities that had the quantum of wealth and skill with handling money to regularly 
gamble. Entrepreneurship and the handling of capital, that is, the mercantile trade, 
entailed the regular taking of risk. Investment and gambling then were not too far 
removed. For these reasons, merchants may have gambled more than their 
contemporaries from other walks of life and it is likely that this is why they got caught 
most often for it. If caught, the mahājans were the only group that had the ability to pay 
substantial fines and this helps to explain why the cash-strapped crown in late eighteenth 
century Marwar went after the wealthiest constituency in its kingdom on this charge. That 
the crown was especially concerned with mahājans gambling is shown by its much more 
lax response to the few recorded instances of other communities’ gambling. Bhāmbhī 
Chokhla, a leatherworker in a village in Nagaur, complained that he was among four men 
that jāṭ Naga gave money to gamble on his behalf. From the ones who lost money, he 
extracted debt papers but soon ripped up the debt papers of all but the leatherworker. The 
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crown ordered the local kachaiḍī to get the jāṭ to cancel the leatherworker’s debt too 
since he had canceled everyone else’s.735 
That said, the mahājans’ wealth was accompanied by their indispensability to the 
crown’s own functioning. They lent money to the crown and royal indebtedness to 
individual mahājans quite frequently undercut its effort to penalize them. This happened 
in the case of Ami Khanḍelvāl, whom the hākim of Merta fined a hundred and five rupees 
for gambling. In the span of a few months, Ami succeeded in having the crown instruct 
the local kachaiḍī to reimburse the entire sum to him, alluding to the ongoing “give-and-
take” (leṇ deņ) that it had with him.736 In another instance of this, the authorities in Sojhat 
punished three mahājans and two brāhmaṇs that they had caught gambling by 
confiscating the six rupees, sixty-one-and-a-half ṭakās, and a handful of valuable goods 
that lay on the gambling table. The crown underscored to the kachaiḍī the importance of 
making it clear to these men that they were never to gamble again and demanded that the 
money and goods be immediately dispatched to the central treasury, illustrating its 
interest in fines upon gambling as a source of income.737 One of the implicated mahājans, 
however, petitioned the crown for leniency and within a few weeks, the kachaiḍī in 
Sojhat received an instruction to return all the money and valuables that it had earlier 
confiscated. The crown instructed the kachaiḍī to make the men sign an undertaking 
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pledging to paying twenty-one rupees if they were ever caught gambling again.738 
Despite its intention to punish gambling with fines, the crown would quite frequently end 
up reversing local authorities’ actions due to the political influence that mahājans could 
wield upon it. Gambling then was a site upon which the tensions that lurked within the 
royal relationship with mercantile capital played out. Kingly dependence upon mercantile 
capital constrained its ability to effectively enact its legislative authority and yet, a shared 
moral disapproval of gambling gave the crown an opportunity to contain the mercantile 
challenge. 
Mahājans also held sway over local administrative officers, aiding their ability to 
bypass the law against gambling. In 1788, while on his rounds (chaukī phirtā), a servant 
of the local chauntrā in Merta, Sipāī Nivaj, caught some mahājans in the town gambling 
on one of the days leading up to the Diwali festival. He confiscated the money they had 
been gambling with and brought it to the chauntrā. To his surprise, the koṭvāl refused to 
deposit the money in the chauntrā, saying that gambling in the lead up to Diwali was 
permissible and that Nivaj had erred in confiscating the money. Nivaj returned the money 
to all but one of the mahājans since one of them had left by then. Accusing Nivaj of graft, 
the koṭvāl fined him a rupee, wrote to the odhādārs to lodge a complaint against him, and 
even before collecting the fine, fired Nivaj from service. In his quest for justice, Nivaj 
petitioned the crown, relaying his side of the story and explaining that he was not at fault 
(mho maiṁ chūk nahī). While the crown ordered him reinstated to the rolls in Merta, it 
did not waive off his fine nor upbraid or punish the koṭvāl for his actions. The Merta 
                                                       





koṭvāl’s harsh actions against his junior employee on a dubious charge of graft could well 
have been triggered by Nivaj’s temerity in confiscating money from a community as 
influential as the mahājans. Royal reluctance to disturb this status quo is indicated by the 
crown’s refusal to confirm or deny the Diwali caveat to its ban on gambling that the 
koṭvāl may have summarily introduced while trying to protect the mahājans.739 
Licit and Illicit Sex 
 In early modern Marwar, as in any other society, sex and reproduction occurred 
both within and outside the marital bond. Most communities in Marwar conformed to the 
norm of monogamous marriage, with notable exceptions being the rājpūts and the 
region’s Muslim communities. Women in the elite communities of the rājpūts (warrior 
and landholding lineages), brāhmaṇs (priests and scholars) and mahājans (merchants and 
moneylenders) were permitted only one marriage (byāh) in their lifetimes. Once 
widowed, social norms that their local caste councils enforced did not permit these 
women’s remarriage. Men of the same communities could remarry after a wife’s death if 
they chose to. The maintenance of an exclusive control over the ‘privilege’ of not re-
marrying widows became a sign of distinction and an index of elite status, a phenomenon 
whose intensification in the eighteenth century Maratha kingdom has been noted.740 
Women as well as men of peasant, artisanal and non-elite service castes could 
remarry and procedures, ritual and legal, were in place to execute these remarriages. 
Known as ‘nātā,’ remarriage was, for the women of peasant, artisanal and non-elite 
service groups, not just an option they could choose to exercise but one that custom and 
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the authorities of caste and family forced upon them. Due to the value of their labor, 
custom in the artisanal and service communities ensured that they remained part of the 
primary productive unit, the household.741 For widowed women in the peasant caste of 
jāṭs, levirate was the norm, prescribing that it was the husband’s younger brother who 
had the first claim to marrying them. It was only if none of her brothers-in-law were 
willing or able to marry her that a jāṭ widow became available for remarriage but only 
within the jāṭ community. The reason for the prevalence among jāṭ community may have 
been a drive on its part to prevent the dispersal of property. Widows in jāṭ communities 
of nineteenth-century Haryana held the right to possess their deceased husband’s share in 
family lands though it reverted back to her husband’s patriliny upon her death. Still, the 
possibility of the widow developing a right in the land propelled the custom among the 
jāṭs of Haryana to marry her to someone else within her marital home.742 It is possible 
that widows among the peasant castes of Marwar posed a similar threat to the integrity of 
the family lands and that it was this that gave rise to the practice of levirate among them. 
In 1770, the crown ordered that a jāṭ widow be married to a jāṭ who had recently moved 
to the Parbatsar area. Before her remarriage could be concluded, her dead husband’s 
younger brother emerged and laid claim to her, convincing the village’s jagirdar to 
accept the supremacy of his claim over the woman.743 
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Before marrying a widow, custom and law in Marwar demanded that her groom 
or his family secure papers from her marital or natal family, depending on whose charge 
she was in at the time, formally relinquishing its claim upon her. The prospective groom 
would have to hand over to the bride’s guardians a mutually agreed upon sum of money 
in exchange for these papers. With the papers in hand, a groom was free to marry a 
widow. The bride’s guardians would have to pay a customarily affixed sum at the time of 
remarriage, nātō rā rupīyā, to the local jagirdar or other state functionary; such payments 
to the state’s local representative were customary even on the occasion of a woman’s first 
wedding.744 Ritually, the ceremony formalizing a remarriage was on a smaller scale than 
a woman’s first wedding. This may have been because the bride’s side traditionally 
hosted the expenses for her wedding. In the case of a widow, her family had already 
hosted a full-scale wedding for her and had handed her over to her new, marital family. 
Social norms did not require a family to host a large feast and bear other expenses 
associated with a full-scale wedding for their widowed daughter-in-law. Ritually too a 
remarriage was quicker and more discreet than a woman’s first wedding.  
In early modern Marwar, sex outside the marital bond was taboo. Yet, people 
formed long-term sexual relationships outside the marital bond and the custodians of 
social normativity – families, local caste councils, or the state -- did not always bear 
down on these non-marital sexual relationships as long as they were between members of 
the same caste and if the woman involved had been married before. Such non-marital 
relationships occupied the ambiguous space between the acceptable and the unacceptable 
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and social attitudes towards them can best be described as tolerance. If they culminated in 
cohabitation, these non-marital sexual relationships, that is, those between a man and 
woman of the same caste in which the woman had been married before, were known as 
ghar maiṁ ghālnā (literally, “to place in one’s home”). Such cohabitation did not attract 
the state’s ire or local caste councils’ intervention. It was only when such cohabitation 
violated other norms that the local community or the state intervened to punish one or the 
other partner in it. Living together out of wedlock was so commonplace that one legal 
document even sought to specify the legally wedded status of a woman, distinguishing 
her from a “common-law wife” (or one who had simply moved in) by referring to her as 
a paraṇyoḍī lugāī, literally, ‘a wife one had married.745’ The quest to gain societal 
sanction for such relationships could lead to their mimicking the formalities associated 
with remarriage. The man’s procurement of papers authorizing remarriage (nāto rā 
kāgad) from the woman’s natal family and/or in-laws from her previous marriage would 
strengthen the formal recognition of a ghar maiṁ ghālnā arrangement. When jaṭnī Rupli, 
of a peasant caste, sought to challenge a former partner’s claims upon her children, she 
pointed to the fact that even though they had formally cohabited, they had never acquired 
remarriage papers from her natal or marital families.746 In exchange for the formal assent 
of a woman’s guardians (whether her natal family or her former husband’s family), the 
male partner in a non-marital domestic relationship could be expected to pay a fee to 
them. Dhana, a potter from Pali, got the local council of potters to rule that the man 
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whom his uncle’s widow was living with was to pay him twenty-four rupees in exchange 
for his assent to the relationship.747 Apart from getting papers from the bride’s guardians, 
the male partner in a ghar maiṁ ghālnā arrangement also could be expected to pay a due 
to the state. This happened when meghvāl (leatherworker) Lachhiya brokered a ghar 
maiṁ ghālnā arrangement between a meghvāl man in Merta and a meghvāl woman who 
had recently migrated to Merta from Deegh (near Delhi). When the state discovered that 
Lachhiya had taken a fee of twenty-five rupees to attest to the papers formalizing the 
arrangement, it demanded that the fee be handed over to it.748 Shoemaker (mochī) 
Rehmatulla protested against his caste-fellow Abdulla when the latter started to live with 
Rehmatulla’s mother without first gaining his assent. Abdulla had bribed local officers in 
order to ensure their complicity with his new domestic arrangement. Rehmatulla reported 
this bribe, of sixty-two rupees, to the crown in Jodhpur and demanded its intervention in 
sorting out the matter. The crown ordered the local administrators in Bilada to resolve the 
case in keeping with the local community’s customs while ordering action against all of 
its officers who had taken the bribe.749 
Due to its near-equality in legal and social status to marriage, formal cohabitation 
with someone else while still married was a violation of custom and law. For this reason, 
men from a range of caste groups across Marwar were punished with fines for cohabiting 
with women of their castes if either they or the women were still married. The authorities 
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in Merta pargana fined jāṭ Kana forty-five rupees for having a married jāṭ woman move 
in with him.750 The landlord (bhomīā) of his village in Parbatsar took tailor Khema’s wife 
into his home. That a married woman from their community was living with another man 
did not go down well in the local caste of tailors. Khema declared that he no longer had 
any need of his wife, relinquishing all claims over her and disowning her. Even though 
this resolved the matter from the tailor community’s perspective, Khema reported the 
landlord to the crown. Not only had the landlord taken his wife, he had also confiscated 
the tailor’s crops, cows, and savings. The crown ordered the Parbatsar kachaiḍī to fine 
the landlord and ensure that the tailor’s property and money were returned to him.751 In 
another instance, some of his caste fellows alleged that the woman cloth printer Isak from 
Pali had started to live with in the neighboring kingdom of Udaipur had killed her 
husband. She had had done so at Isak’s behest, they claimed, so that she could embark on 
this new relationship with Isak. Throwing the validity of their ghar maiṁ ghālnā 
relationship into question, the murder allegation also triggered an investigation by the 
local council of cloth printers in Udaipur. The allegation sullied the family’s name and 
back in Pali in Marwar, where Isak had migrated from, his son faced a social boycott 
from a faction within the local caste of cloth printers. Isak’s family in Pali was forbidden 
from joining a feast within the local community of cloth printers, a step tantamount to 
excommunication from the caste.752  
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No matter how extenuating the circumstances, a woman could not leave her 
marital home to set up another one as long her husband was alive and they were not 
formally separated. Deva, a potter from Phalodhi, complained to the crown in 1788 that 
his wife had left their home and moved in with another potter, taking their children with 
her. In her defense, she informed the administrators in Phalodhi that she moved out after 
her husband’s cousin forced himself upon her. Deva discredited his wife’s allegation, 
arguing that others had coached her to make such an accusation. The local authorities in 
Phalodhi had, in response to her allegations, fined Deva’s cousin, Amariya for his sexual 
relationship with the woman. Once Deva brought the matter to the crown’s attention, 
however, he was able to tilt the state’s judicial apparatus in his favor. Despite his wife’s 
allegations of rape by her in-law, the crown held her husband’s claim upon her to be 
superior to her defense of her bodily integrity. It ordered the Phalodhi kachaiḍī to hand 
the woman back to Deva, extracting her against her will from the new life she had built 
with another potter. The crown did not entirely discount her narrative but decreed it 
unacceptable as evidence unless a witness who had witnessed the act as it occurred (khāṭ 
suṁ pakaḍīyāṁ ro nīsāvār, literally, “a witness who caught them on the cot”) turned up 
to support her claims.753 The woman, unnamed in the state’s records, when faced with the 
prospect of being forced to live with Deva and the man who had raped her, ran away. 
Amariya, the man who had raped her, approached the crown again, a month after Deva’s 
appeal, reporting her flight and insisting on his own innocence. The crown ordered the 
kachaiḍī in Phalodhi to send out a search to find the woman and also instructed it to 
                                                       





return the money it had collected from Amariya as fine for having sex with her.754 It 
remains unknown whether the woman was found and forcibly restored to a home that she 
did not want to live in. Yet, the record reflects that the men of her marital home were able 
to wield their ability to access the crown in Jodhpur towards negating her testimony. 
Their efforts forced her to leave the new home she had built and to disappear beyond the 
state’s reach.  
Non-marital cohabitation (ghar maiṁ ghālnā) occurred generally among those 
communities that permitted their widows to remarry. Such communities also permitted 
divorce and the remarriage of divorcées. The elite brāhmaṇ, mahājan, and rājpūt 
communities did not permit their women remarriage and consequently, non-marital 
cohabitation too was impermissible to their widows and divorcées. Of these groups, there 
are only a few instances of women of the mahājan community entering into ghar maiṁ 
ghālnā arrangements. In all of these cases, even if the woman was widowed, such a 
relationship met with social and legal censure.  
For this reason, the Jodhpur chauntrā extracted Mehra Rupa’s aunt from the ghar 
maiṁ ghālnā relationship she had entered into with Mehra Tod. Despite the state’s 
intervention, Mehra Tod eloped with the woman to Merta in order to live with her there. 
Her nephew, however, complained to the crown and it ordered the chauntrā in Merta to 
break up the relationship and forbid either of them from living in the town.755 In another 
instance of a mahājan establishing a ghar maiṁ ghālnā relationship with a woman from 
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his community, the state arrested the mahājan. Not only did Mehra Thakuriya embark 
into an uncommon practice in his community, ghar maiṁ ghālnā, but he did so with a 
woman whose husband was still alive (jīvtai mānṭī ghar maiṁ ghālī).756 For authorizing 
the arrangement, local administrators arrested the chief of the local caste council of the 
Mehras in Merta and, at the instruction of the crown, fined him eleven rupees.757 In 
another instance of an elite woman entering into such a relationship, the crown 
discovered in the course of investigating corruption charges against a scribe (munshī) 
who worked in its provincial kachaiḍī in Desuri that he had taken a brāhmaṇ woman 
from Mewar into his home. It ordered her immediate expulsion from the scribe’s 
home.758 A mahājan from Bikaner complained to the crown that while they were in 
Marwar, his wife had been living in brāhmaṇ Bija’s home. When the mahājan tried to 
return with his wife to Bikaner, the brāhmaṇ refused to let her go, despite the mahājan 
getting a decree from the crown supporting his claim over his wife. The mahājan 
returned to the crown asking for help and the crown responded by reiterating to the 
kachaiḍī in Nagaur that it should hand over the mahājan woman to her husband, 
terminating her relationship with the brāhmaṇ with whom she was living.759 
While a married woman moving in with another man was completely 
unacceptable to state and society, a married man taking another woman into his home did 
not always elicit the state or the local caste group’s ire. When a married man would take 
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another woman into his home, the local caste group would, in some cases, fine him and in 
others, overlook the infraction. A khārol (saltmaker) from Phalodhi preferred to pay a 
fine in 1767 to the state rather than formally cohabit with a woman of his own caste 
whom he had impregnated, citing the fact that he was already married and therefore, 
could not take another woman into his home. The state punished him so not for the 
adultery but for the pregnancy it had resulted in.760 The Phalodhi kachaiḍī fined another 
saltmaker, twenty years later, for cohabiting with a woman of his caste even though he 
was married to someone else at the time.761 Clothprinter (chhīmpā) Mana of Sojhat took a 
jāṭ woman into his home despite being married to a chhīmpā woman. When the woman’s 
natal family complained, the local caste elders encouraged them to have the girl re-
married (nāto karāy de). They went ahead and had her married to another chhīmpā.762 In 
this case, the local caste group did not punish their caste fellow for taking a woman into 
his home, that too one of a different caste, despite being married. In a similar case, after 
handing his wife back to her natal home, balāī (leatherworker) Deva too took another 
woman into his home (“aur hī lugāī ghar maiṁ ghāl baiṭho”).763 This did not appear to 
cause any upheaval in his local caste group. It was only when a displaced wife asserted 
her right to live in her marital home that the state, if the local caste council failed to do 
so, would uphold her claim. Karatiya Pema threw his wife out of his house in order to 
live with another woman of his caste who had recently migrated to their village in 
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Nagaur. Pema’s wife appealed to the crown for help and returned armed with the order 
that she be reinstated into her marital home, the other woman be thrown out, and Pema be 
disciplined. The crown also instructed the local authorities to ensure that Pema gave his 
wife possession of her jewels, likely in order to ensure that if such a situation arose in the 
future, she had some leverage to assert her will.764  
The superior status of marriage to a ghar maiṁ ghālnā relationship applied to 
Muslim communities as well. Leatherworker Ajmeri, from the Muslim caste of khālpīyās 
(skinners), complained that his daughter’s husband had kicked her out of their home and 
had taken another woman in. The crown ordered that if the husband had taken the other 
woman in after formally marrying her (nīko paḍh nai ghar mai ghālī) then the local 
authorities in Parbatsar should get the two women to reconcile. If he had not married the 
other woman, then the local administrators were to reinstate Ajmeri’s daughter in her 
marital home, have the other woman thrown out, ask the husband to explain himself and 
ensure that he provides for his wife’s basic needs.765 Thus, even though Muslims were 
allowed more than one wife, custom and law assigned greater sanctity to the marriage, 
deeming non-marital cohabitation incompatible and incommensurable with marriage. 
Ghar maiṁ ghālnā relationships were only acceptable, I submit, as long as they 
maintained the status and cohesion of the caste group. The intra-caste nature of accepted 
ghar maiṁ ghālnā relationships is illustrated by the experience of Purki, a jāṭ woman 
from a village in Merta. In 1788, she appealed to the crown for help when the local 
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community of jāṭs, including the head of the local caste group (chaudharī), pressured the 
jāṭ she had been cohabiting with for the last six years to throw her out of his house. They 
had met six years ago in Malwa and he had taken her into his home. They had three 
children together, all still very young. Back in Merta, the local caste group ganged up 
against them on the grounds that they did not know her origins (ṭhikāṇo), casting doubt 
on what her caste really was. Homeless, she asked the crown how she was supposed to 
raise the children on her own. The crown responded to her appeal by ordering the local 
kachaiḍī in Merta to verify that she was a jāṭ (jāṭnīpaṇā) and to attempt to reconcile her 
with her children’s father. If the allegation that she had falsely claimed to be a jāṭ was 
proven untrue, then all those who had pointed fingers at her were to be fined.766  
Similarly, a caste group would refuse to recognize any ghar maiṁ ghālnā 
relationship that brought dishonor to the community or lowered its social rank. This 
happened to Padiya, a shoemaker (mochī), whose caste fellows in Sojhat began to 
socially boycott him by refusing to eat with him. They did so because his wife had earlier 
cohabited with a balāī (leatherworker), a caste that was firmly in the domain of the 
‘untouchable’ and one that occupied a station not far below the shoemakers in the 
region’s social hierarchy. He did not deny the charge but turned to the crown for support 
in his campaign to be reincorporated into the local caste group. Under pressure from the 
crown, the caste council (panch) of the shoemakers of Sojhat ordered a resumption of 
                                                       
766 JSPB 38, VS 1845/1786 CE, f 63b. This episode is reminiscent of one recounted in chapter 
two, in which a female member of a local temple-centric community in Merta town was 
discovered to be a Muslim and, as a result, expelled from the body. This may point to the ability 
for women to ‘lose’ caste intentionally in order to begin a new life in a different place. (I owe this 
insight to Samira Sheikh). Alas, there is no further information in the archive on how the case of 





social ties with him. Despite this, his caste fellows continued to ostracize him. Padiya 
persisted with his efforts at full reincorporation into his caste and petitioned the crown 
again for help. In 1786, the crown ordered the shoemakers of Sojhat to stop hassling him 
now that they had taken him back into the caste.767 That the shoemakers did not heed the 
crown’s orders is indicated by yet another appeal from Padiya, filed a year later in 1787, 
in which he reported his continuing ostracization at the hands of his caste group. The 
shoemakers of Sojhat had asked Padiya to atone for his wife’s misdemeanor by 
completing a pilgrimage to the river Ganga (shrī gangājī) and, likely at considerable 
expense, he had done so. Despite this, his wife’s prior sexual relationship with a socially 
inferior and ‘untouchable’ caste remained a sticking point within the community. His 
caste fellows continued to refuse him re-entry into their caste. Once more, the crown 
supported his appeal, instructing the chauntrā in Sojhat to order the community of 
shoemakers to reintegrate Padiya into their caste since he had fulfilled the precondition 
that they had laid before him.768 Shoemaker Padiya’s stubborn and long campaign for 
reincorporation into his caste and the local caste group’s trenchant resistance even in the 
face of the crown’s orders indicates that for members of low-ranked social groups, the 
establishment of sexual relations with members of an even lower and ‘untouchable’ status 
carried the risk of sliding into ‘untouchable’ status themselves. The careful maintenance 
of social distance from those just below them was a practice that members of low-ranked 
communities especially adhered to. 
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Why did women, in the castes that permitted the arrangement, establish ghar 
maiṃ ghālnā relationships if these occupied a place beneath that of remarriage? Entering 
into a recognized ghar maiṃ ghālnā relationship offered a degree of protection to a 
woman. She could then rightfully make a claim upon her partner for her basic sustenance 
or roṭī-kapḍā (literally, “bread and clothes”), in some cases even after no longer being in 
the relationship. A woman from the carpenter community in a village in Nagaur appealed 
to the crown for help. She had moved in with a man of her community who threw her out 
of his home when she lost her eyesight. Indigent, she complained that he was refusing to 
even provide her with the bare necessities. The crown instructed the local authorities in 
Nagaur to ensure that the concerned carpenter provide for his ex-partner’s basic needs.769 
A woman from the drummer (ḍhāḍhī) community complained to the crown that neither 
the man from her caste with whom she had lived for five years in Malwa nor the man she 
had been married to before that were agreeing to support her. The crown instructed that 
the man with whom she had lived and who had fathered her son be persuaded to support 
her and if he refused, then Nagaur kachaiḍī should take on her expenses.770  
For widowed or divorced women, that is, women who could no longer rightfully 
claim shelter and sustenance from their families, remarriage or ghar maiṁ ghālnā 
relationships offered a socially acceptable alternative to total destitution. Unattached 
women appealed to the state for help, citing their single status and the refusal of their 
male partners, ex-husbands, or marital families to look after them as the reason for their 
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helplessness. For the women of Marwar, then, being unmarried or unattached to a man, 
especially if they belonged to castes which permitted remarriage, meant being without 
social or economic anchor in a society that evidently did not legally recognize women as 
heads of households nor formally accept women as masters of their own fates.  
In some cases, even a ghar maiṁ ghālnā relationship could be ended with the 
formal preparation of papers. In such a case, if the woman had waived off all claims to 
her former partner’s support then she could not turn to him for help later even if she 
desperately needed it. Jāṭnī Sujki experienced just this when she hurt her eyes and could 
no longer earn a living for herself. Even though she had in her charge a young boy that 
was the product of a prior ghar maiṁ ghālnā relationship, she could not demand upkeep 
from the boy’s father since she had formally assented to a written agreement (āmāsāmā 
likhat) stipulating the terms of their separation. The crown commanded the kachaiḍī in 
Bilada to give her a one-time grant of twelve rupees and instructed it to command her 
daughter’s marital family to support her.771 
The offspring of non-marital cohabitation, even though such relationships were 
within the same caste, often placed challenging legal questions before state and society. 
Merta kachaiḍī handed jāṭ Dāvar’s wife back to him, breaking up the home she had 
started to share with jāṭ Kana. She soon gave birth to a baby girl and it was perhaps 
unclear which of the two jāṭs had fathered the baby. Unsure of how to proceed, the crown 
ordered that the jāṭs of the local caste group should decide among themselves what the 
                                                       





most just resolution of the baby girl’s fate ought to be.772 In 1780, jāṭnī Rupli had to take 
her appeal all the way to the crown in order to fend off attempts by a prior partner to 
claim her children. She entered in a ghar maiṁ ghālnā set-up with a jāṭ in a village in 
Merta. The next year, a famine hit the region and the jāṭ kicked her out of his home, 
unable to afford looking after her. Abandoned, she left Marwar for Aurangabad in the 
Deccan where she started to live with another jāṭ and gave birth to two boys. Twenty-five 
years after throwing her out of his home, jāṭ Narana claimed the boys to be his sons and 
tried to take her sons away from her and began to verbally abuse her. She pushed back, 
taking her case before the crown. The crown rejected Narana’s claims over her sons, 
pointing to the heartless manner in which he had thrown her out of his home as sufficient 
grounds for dismissing any claim he might otherwise have had over them.773  
Children fathered out of wedlock but within the same caste raised confusing 
questions about inheritance as well. Saltmaker Satu fathered a child with a woman from 
the same community with whom he had been in an extra-marital relationship. Twenty 
years later, the boy he had fathered demanded from him a share of the saltmaker’s estate. 
Taken aback, the saltmaker refused, arguing that even sons from a marriage waited until 
their father’s death before staking a claim to the estate. Some local administrators sided 
with his son and impounded his salt at their office. In this case too, the crown ordered 
that the matter be resolved by convening a meeting of the caste council of the saltmakers 
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of Phalodhi.774 Potters Dhana and Nanaga found themselves locked in a battle over a girl, 
the daughter of a woman that Nanaga had taken into his home but one who had been 
married to Dhana’s uncle, now dead. Dhana claimed that as the dead potter’s heir, he had 
claim over the girl whom his uncle had fathered with the woman who was now living 
with Nanaga. The state refused to decide the matter and declared that the local 
administrators, likely in consultation with the council of potters, should decide what a 
just resolution to the dispute would be, that is, whether the girl belonged with her father’s 
family or her mother’s new one.775 
A non-marital sexual relationship between a man and a woman who lived in 
separate homes was known as lagvāḍ (literally, “attachment”). Unlike ghar maiṃ ghālnā 
relationships, lagvāḍ met with unambiguous social disapproval and, for this reason, was 
generally conducted covertly. If a lagvāḍ relationship between a man and a widowed or 
divorced woman from the same caste was discovered, caste and state authorities could 
order a greater degree of formalization into a ghar maiṁ ghālnā relationship.776 If a 
woman was still married, she was not allowed a lagvāḍ relationship, just as in ghar maiṁ 
ghālnā conventions. This stricture pushed lovers to take desperate measures. For 
instance, Bishnoi Pema’s lands abutted his caste fellow Khivraj’s plot. Pema soon 
developed an affair with Khivraj’s wife. Desperate to set up a home with her, Pema killed 
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Khivraj and ran away with his widow.777 Similarly, a married sīrvī778 woman’s desire to 
set up a home with a man from her caste with whom been having an affair pushed her to 
kill her husband and child in the hope that as a widow she could legitimately start a new 
relationship. Their local caste council ruled that if she moved in with her lover, he would 
be held responsible for the murders. The two defied the local caste council and moved in 
together. The council reported the matter to the crown and it instructed the local 
authorities in Jaitaran to arrest the couple and send them over to the capital for further 
punishment.779 In another episode, a jāṭ woman from a village in Nagaur province 
conspired with her two lovers to kill her husband. She then escaped, leaving local 
authorities searching for her in the face of protests from the murdered man’s family and 
orders from the crown to find and punish her.780 
Among elite castes, instances of lagvāḍ, even within the same caste, were not 
taken lightly. When mahājan Kesro’s relationship with another mahājan’s wife was 
discovered, he was fined a hundred rupees and forced to marry the daughter of the 
woman with whom he had been having an affair. By forcing him to take this step, his 
local caste fellows ensured that his former lover was now his mother-in-law, so that if he 
continued his relationship with her, he would be violating incest taboos. To add insult to 
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injury, the mahājans of the town ganged up on him, humiliating him publicly to such an 
extent that he complained to the local authorities.781  
For rājpūt women, in particular, forming a relationship with a man other than the 
one chosen for them by their families could be fatal. At the instruction of his father who 
was a jagirdar in Siwana province, rājpūt Hindu Singh killed his aunt for having an 
affair, even though it was with a caste fellow. Despite news of this reaching the crown, it 
remained concerned with a fiscal dispute connected with the matter and passed no 
judgment on the woman’s murder.782 Three years later, in 1787, a clan of rājpūts, the 
Chāchaks of Siwana, a lineage among the Rathors, began to keep a close watch on one of 
their own women when they suspected her of having an extra-marital affair. They caught 
her red-handed with her lover, a rājpūt from the Pavār clan, and killed the two on the 
spot. In the investigation that followed, the local authorities held the Chāchaks 
responsible for the murders and the crown initiated the process of confiscating their 
lands. The Chāchaks petitioned the crown saying that all they had done was to kill a 
woman whom they witnessed deviating from the path of righteousness (“bemārag hāltī 
dekhi”). Drawing on the analogy of a highway robber being caught and put to death on 
the spot, they reasoned that in a situation such as this one, no one was to blame for the 
death. Upholding their claims, the crown withdrew all punitive action against them and 
reinstated their rights in land to them.783 
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In 1798, a Palliwal brāhmaṇ woman in Sīv province was said to be in a 
relationship with two rājpūt men. Seeking to end these relationships and punish those 
involved, three chāraṇs, a rājpūt, a Palliwal brāhmaṇ woman, and a servant (chākar) 
ganged up and killed the three. When the crown got wind of the case, it strove to punish 
all those involved, likely because along with the woman, two rājpūt men too had been 
murdered. It observed that the hākim of Sīv was under his father-in-law’s thumb and that 
this high-ranking official’s father-in-law was a faujdār in the province. It ordered the 
kachaiḍī in Siv to ensure that all six involved in the murders were fined in proportion to 
their means. If the hākim failed to comply with the order, the crown ordered the kachaiḍī 
to send the six guilty immediately to Jodhpur for punishment. If the hākim’s father-in-law 
continued to exert his influence to protect the six from punishment, then the kachaiḍī was 
to expel him from his post.784 In this case, the crown was determined to punish those 
deemed guilty for the murder of the woman and the two men with whom she was said to 
be having an affair. Unlike cases where the state chose to overlook murders of lovers 
whose relationships were deemed illicit, the woman here was not a rājpūt but a Palliwal 
brāhmaṇ. It appears then that, in Marwar, it was the women of the community of landed 
elites and warriors – the rājpūts – who faced the harshest forms of punishment for 
challenging the codes of honor and sexual probity that their caste foisted upon them. For 
forming sexual relationships outside of marriage, it was not just fines, banishment or 
social boycotts that they had to fear but the possibility of death itself. In most cases 
concerning rājpūt women’s sexuality, the state conceded the jurisdictional supremacy of 
                                                       





their guardians and kinsfolk over them. When women of other castes, including those of 
other elite castes such as brāhmaṇs and merchants, were concerned, the state intervened, 
weighing the many different elements of each case in its judicial logic. For this reason, 
when the Palliwal brāhmaṇ woman and her two rājpūt lovers were killed, the crown 
considered the killers answerable to the law of the land (“mīnakh mārīyā ro chūk chhai” 
or, “they are at fault for killing a human”).785 
The state’s hesitation to infringe upon the jurisdiction of rājpūt clans upon their 
women’s sexuality may have been a vestige of the kinship-based polity that Marwar had 
been until its incorporation into the Mughal state, one in which the king was the first 
among equals.786 Rājpūt chiefs, rooted in a command of land and military labor, while 
diminished, still retained political importance. For this reason, they may have 
successfully been able to stake out complete jurisdiction over matters ‘internal’ to their 
households. Further, the early modern period had coincided with a growing concern 
among elite rājpūt lineages with claiming purity of descent to legitimize their claims to 
high social status. It was women in particular who bore the burden of maintaining the 
‘purity’ of the lineage for there is ample evidence of men procreating with women of 
‘low’ castes without facing any social censure.787 The kinship network and the family 
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became a field rich with symbolic and political meaning and for this reason rājpūts were 
deeply invested in them.788  
Love across communal boundaries of religion and caste was even harder to 
sustain in the face of social boycotts and judicial punishments. This was especially true 
for when members of elite castes were involved. In Sojhat in 1798, rājpūt Bakhta’s 
daughter’s relationship with a Muslim artisan, kharādhī789 Mehmud, became public 
knowledge when they were caught mid-embrace on the local fortress’ watchtower. To 
escape the social repercussions of the discovery, the girl went away to another town. 
After some time, when she was on her way back to Sojhat, Mehmud whisked her away 
on a camel, taking shelter for a few days at an oilpresser’s house in Bagdi town and then 
hiding the girl back in their hometown. The lovers, however, soon quarreled and parted 
ways. By the time reports of the case reached the crown, Mehmud was rumored to be in 
the town of Jaitaran while the girl’s whereabouts were unknown. Disappointed with the 
local administrators’ handling of the case, the crown ordered that they trace the girl to 
wherever she may be hiding and hand her back to her mother. Mehmud, the crown 
commanded, was to be captured and the crown would decide then what his punishment 
would be.790  
Relationships between members of elite and non-elite groups too faced 
tremendous societal and legal challenges. Brāhmaṇ Seema of a village in Merta province 
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was in a relationship with a woman from the carpenter caste (a khātaṇ). Soon after he 
was betrothed to a woman from his own caste, he eloped with his lover. Perhaps due to 
the untenability of such a relationship, the carpenter woman eventually returned to the 
village. Brāhmaṇ Seema, however, never returned, leaving his fiancée’s family waiting 
for five years before they appealed to the crown in 1776 for an annulment of the 
engagement.791  
It was not just the caste councils and other upholders of social custom that stood 
between lovers of different social strata. The state too could punish those involved in 
lagvāḍ relationships that crossed the boundaries of caste. Administrators in Jaitaran fined 
jāṭnī Netudi’s son twenty rupees when a local merchant accused him of having an affair 
with a woman of the carpenter caste.792 In another such case, a mahājan girl formed a 
relationship with a rājpūt man, Bhāṭī Durgiya. She ran away from home and, witnesses 
reported, fled towards the desert with her rājpūt lover. Frustrated with the local 
authorities in Koliya, her father and brothers asked the crown for help. The crown 
commanded its officers in Koliya to summon and interrogate the rājpūt’s family and to 
punish the entire local caste group of Bhaṭīs.793 The crown discovered through its spies 
that a rājpūt woman in Sojhat was having an affair with a raibārī, a man from the low-
ranked caste of camel herders. She had gotten pregnant and had an abortion. The crown 
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ordered that that the raibārī be fined for his role in the matter.794 Elsewhere, in Siwana, a 
rājpūt woman’s affair with a Jain mendicant (jatī) became public knowledge. In 
anticipation of the reprisals awaiting them, the lovers fled. Despite falling into the state’s 
hands while on the run, the two managed to slip away yet again. Frustrated, the crown 
ordered its four employees whose negligence had allowed them to slip away to be fined 
and commanded that the search for the Jain mendicant should continue. If caught, he was 
to be fined for his affair with the rājpūt woman.795 In another case, the crown also fined a 
rājpūt in Maroth province for having an affair with a brāhmaṇ woman.796  
In yet another instance, Gehlot Jhujharsingh, a rājpūt, decided to pay a visit to his 
lover, barber Cheemna’s wife, in the dead of the night. Jhujharsingh was a darogā in the 
town, Parbatsar, and took some soldiers along to aid him in fulfilling his desire for a 
midnight tryst. Jhujharsingh waited at the house of a neighbor, Swami Ajojardas, while a 
soldier in his charge tried to sneak into the barber’s house to quietly bring the barber’s 
wife out. Things did not go according to plan and the barber caught the soldier as he was 
sneaking in. In the commotion that followed, Jhujharsingh and his group of soldiers 
rescued their man from the barber’s custody and fled. When the case reached the local 
hākim, he took disciplinary measures and arrested the soldier who had stealthily entered 
the barber’s home. Not satisfied with this punishment, the crown, ruled that Jhujharsingh 
too deserved punishment for his misdeeds (“gair mārag chālai chhai” or “he has deviated 
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from the [correct] path”). It commanded the local kachaiḍī in Parbatsar to deny him four 
months’ wages and to punish him if he ever repeated such an act.797 
When members of groups lower in local social hierarchies formed inter-caste 
relationships among each other, state and society seemed less concerned with policing 
them. For instance, mālī (farmer) Tikma and a woman from the caste of brewers, kalālī 
Vinudi were lovers. Tikma administered an oath of somal (arsenic) upon Vinudi, saying 
that her brother was spying on them so she should kill him. She went ahead and killed her 
brother. The local kachaiḍī fined them twenty-five rupees for the crime and an additional 
thirty-six rupees on the charge of jīv haṁsyā (animal slaughter).798 In another case, a 
woman from the caste of camel herders (a raibāran) lodged a complaint with the crown 
against sipāhī Nura, from a Muslim caste of professional soldiers. Nura, she complained, 
had beat her when she broke off the affair they had been having by refusing to visit him 
any longer. The local kachaiḍī in Desuri treated her complaint lightly, letting Nura go and 
settle down elsewhere. Insistent upon justice, the raibarī woman appealed to the crown 
for help. The crown ordered that Nura expelled from state employment, asking the local 
administration to explain its inaction on the matter.799 
A love that, in the eyes of society and state, was incestuous met with the severest 
punishment, meted out not just by the state but also by a caste council or even by the 
perpetrator upon him or herself. In 1772, it ordered its officers in Nagaur to banish 
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mālī800 Raichandiya from the kingdom for setting up a home with his own aunt (kākī nu 
ghar maiṁ ghālī).801 Goldsmith (sunār) Jadiya’s nephew, while living at his maternal 
grandmother’s house, began a relationship with an aunt (his granduncle’s daughter). 
When others got wind of this, they began to object. The young goldsmith then committed 
suicide by consuming opium (amal). The goldsmith’s grandmother, in whose house the 
affair had unfolded, approached the crown for help when the local community continued 
to point fingers at members of her family in connection with the young man’s death. The 
crown ruled that the woman who had slept with her nephew (bhānjā su chūkī) ought to be 
immediately banished from the town and any possessions of her lover’s that she had be 
handed over to his grandmother.802 Two months later, the woman’s cousin, her lover’s 
uncle, complained to the crown that its officers in Nagaur were yet to implement its order 
to throw her out of the town. The crown commanded the immediate implementation of its 
earlier decree.803 In the same year, a mahājan in Phalodhi had sex with his daughter-in-
law. As her pregnancy began to show, they could no longer keep the matter secret. She 
committed suicide by falling upon a sword.804 Similarly, in 1798, a rājpūt widow in 
Phalodhi had sex with her brother-in-law. When the pregnancy that resulted from the act 
began to show (āsā nījar āyī), she committed suicide by jumping into a well (kuvai mai 
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paḍ muī).805 An intra-familial relationship, it appears, constituted so severe a violation of 
societal norms that its discovery quite often pushed its participants to suicide. 
In the spectrum of illicit sexual relations, those that were labeled ‘chāmchorī’ 
(literally, “the theft of skin”) were unambiguously treated as criminal by the state. In 
early modern Marwar, the term ‘chāmchorī karnā’ designated any sexual act that was in 
contravention of social mores. There was no distinct term for rape and, most judicial 
pronouncements of the Rathor crown did not elaborate whether or not the sexual 
encounter under scrutiny was consensual. Research on seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century eastern Rajasthan, under the Kachhwaha state, demonstrates that in this region 
too, the law made no distinction between rape and consensual sex. Here too, all acts of 
‘sexual misconduct’ were designated by the same term, ‘chāmchorī.’806 In Marwar, as 
well, in the eyes of the law, all instances of illicit sex, that is, sex that violated societal 
norms, were classed under the term ‘chāmchorī.’ What made such relationships or 
encounters illicit or criminal was that they violated social norms regarding whether or not 
the woman concerned should be having sex with the man she was found involved with. It 
was of no legal consequence whether the sexual encounter was with or without the 
woman’s consent. References to chāmchorī merely indicate that a sexual encounter of 
this sort had occurred but are not always concerned with whether or not it was 
consensual. In the few cases that elucidate whether or not the relationship was 
consensual, some state that the man forced himself upon the woman (for instance, 
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“jorāvarī su kām karai”807) while others assign agency for the act to the woman (e.g. a 
rājpūt woman who committed chāmchorī with her brother-in-law is identified as the one 
who committed the deed808). 
Another term, ‘chūknā’ also designates the act of having sex and tends to assign 
agency to one or the other partner in participating in the act. Nonetheless, the Rathor 
crown’s legal documents use this term interchangeably with ‘chāmchōrī,’ thereby making 
cases that use ‘chūknā’ virtually indistinguishable from those that rely on the term 
‘chāmchorī.’809 In some instances, the terms ‘chāmchorī’ and ‘lagvāḍ’ are also used 
interchangeably to describe the same relationship. The non-existence of rape as a legal 
category in early modern Marwar suggests that a woman’s consent was inconsequential, 
socially and legally, in the establishment of a sexual relationship. In the eyes of society 
and the law, a woman’s consent was derivative of whether or not the sexual encounter or 
relationship she found herself in was socially acceptable. 
For committing chāmchorī, fines could be as high as 600 rupees and varied 
considerably from case to case.810 As with other crimes, the crown frequently granted 
requests for discounts if a petitioner insisted on his inability to pay the amount originally 
                                                       
807 JSPB 45, VS 1850/1793 CE, f 389b.  
 
808 JSPB 52, VS 1855/1798 CE, f 218b. 
 
809 See for instance the case of Jājū Jasa’s sexual intercourse with a brāhmaṇ woman described in 
JSPB 28, VS 1839/1782 CE, f 76a as “chāmchorī” and on f 78a and f 80a-b of the same bahī as 
“chūknā.” 
 
810 JSPB 35, VS 1843/1786 CE, f 12b. In this case, it was a bangle maker (chūḍīgar) who was 
fined 600 rupees. At the same time, the local kachaiḍī, in Jodhpur, fined a dyer (rangrej) only 





imposed.811 Arrest was another possible punishment for the crime.812 The lack of uniform 
punishments meant that local authorities would frequently hand out punishments that 
were considered too harsh or on insufficient grounds. Bishnoī Harji’s mother protested to 
the crown against the local jagirdar’s false accusation of chāmchorī against her son, 
arguing that he had used the accusations as an excuse to confiscate fifty maṇs of grain 
from their share of the harvest.813 The jagirdar of a village in Jaitaran pargana punished 
a bhāmbhī (an ‘untouchable’ leatherworker) in his jurisdiction for having sex with a 
woman from the peasant caste of sīrvīs by chopping his leg off. When the crown heard of 
this, it commanded that the jagirdar be fined for the excessive punishment he had 
imposed on the young man.814 Only in one case, one that contemporary observers too 
adjudged to be exceptional, did a person receive the death penalty for committing 
chāmchorī. The kachaiḍī in Jalor hung sālvī (weaver) Budhriyo for the crime and beat his 
mother with shoes. The local caste group of weavers banded together in 1768 to point out 
to the crown the excessive nature of this punishment.815 It was not just men but women 
too who could be fined for cases of chāmchorī, as was the case for banīyā (merchant) 
woman Bakhti and brāhmaṇi Phatudi.816 
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Just as often, local authorities would let off those found guilty of chāmchorī or 
chūknā with punishment that the crown found too light in proportion to their means and 
the gravity of the crime. In such cases, news of which usually reached the crown through 
its network of spies or through a member of the aggrieved party, the crown would order 
an immediate increase in the severity of the punishment.817 
The crown was particularly sympathetic to complaints of chāmchorī in which 
women of the mercantile community were victims. A woman of the merchant (banīyā) 
caste, Doli was a widow. A soldier at the chauntrā in Merta, brāhmaṇ Kaluram, had been 
forcibly committing chāmchorī with her for two years, using threats to silence her. When 
she finally reported the matter to the local koṭvāl, a local revenue officer (a mukīm 
working for the ṭaksāl) locked her, beat her with shoes, and took twenty rupees of hers. 
News of this violence soon reached the local authorities. They had the money returned to 
her, fined the man who beat her, and fined two others whose lagvāḍ relationship was 
revealed due to the dispute. Yet, the local administrators in Merta left brāhmaṇ Kaluram 
untouched. When the crown heard of this, it commanded the kachaiḍī in Merta to fine 
Kaluram too.818 Two plasterers (chūngars) committed chāmchorī with some mahājans’ 
wives in Phalodhi but local administrators did not pursue the matter. When the crown 
heard of it, it noted the plight of the “good mahājans” (bhalā mahājanāṁ) and instructed 
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the local administrators to fine the plasterers.819 In another case, a mahājan woman found 
guilty of having illicit sex decided to commit suicide by jumping into a well. She was 
perhaps pushed to take this extreme step in part because of the jagirdar’s plundering of 
her brother’s house as punishment for the woman’s act. The crown’s spies reported the 
case to it and let the crown know that the jagirdar was refusing to allow the retrieval of 
her body from the well. The crown commanded the local kachaiḍī in Parbatsar to 
summon the jagirdar and ask him to explain his actions.  
A chāmchorī relationship with a member of a low-ranked caste could result in 
excommunication from one’s own caste. Brāhmaṇ Harrup discovered just this when his 
caste fellows refused to share meals with him after he committed chāmchorī with a 
washerwoman (dhobaṇ). The hākim and kārkūn of Didwana handled the case discreetly, 
closing it after fining him sixty rupees. They pressured the local caste group of brāhmaṇs 
to accept him back into their midst. The crown’s news reporters conveyed the details of 
this case to Jodhpur, leading the crown to declare that Harrup ought to pay a higher fine 
and accusing the local administrators in Didwana of showing favor while executing their 
responsibilities.820 A rājpūt landholder in a village in Sachor had to foot the expense of 
forty rupees that was incurred when his caste fellows in the region gathered to deliberate 
over whether to reincorporate him in their caste after he had been expelled for having sex 
with a leatherworking woman (ḍheḍhnī su chūko).821 Fearing the social repercussions of 
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her husband’s chāmchorī with a leatherworking woman (ḍheḍhnī), a woman from the 
shoemaker community (a mochaṇ) moved in with another man of her caste, effectively 
terminating her first marriage.822 In other cases, the payment of a fine was sufficient to 
put the matter in one’s past, as happened when mahājan Girdhar committed chāmchorī 
with a tailor’s wife.823 A leatherworker, bhāmbhī Deepiya committed chāmchorī with a 
woman from the merchant community. The case was perhaps hushed up and the local 
kachaiḍī in Sojhat did not follow up on it. The crown, however, heard of the matter and 
ordered the leatherworker fined.824 In still other cases, the accused would successfully 
thwart the accusation of committing chāmchorī with a person of ‘low’ or ‘untouchable’ 
caste. For instance, mahājan Chaina of a village in Sojhat successfully appealed to the 
crown to dismiss the charges of chāmchorī with a woman of the leatherworking caste, a 
ḍheḍhnī, that had landed his son in jail.825  
Before moving on to the next section of this chapter, it is important note that the 
elite castes – merchants, brāhmaṇs, and rājpūts – asserted their high social status through 
a restriction of their women’s sexuality. In the eighteenth century, the state ratified the 
customary norms of these communities and helped implement them through its punitive 
and legislative mechanisms. Merchants and brāhmaṇs, as demonstrated in previous 
chapters, were pre-eminent members of a crystallizing self-consciously Hindu domain, 
one that was centered on Krishna devotion and marked by the maintenance of distance 
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from the ‘untouchable’ and an adherence to a vegetarian diet. These assertions of 
distinction were buttressed by the careful control of their women’s sexual lives. 
The Double Bind 
In 1798, a mahājan in the town of Sojhat in Marwar killed a brāhmaṇ widow 
(ranḍol) with whom he had been having an affair because she got pregnant. Mahājan 
Khemo calculated the cost, both economic and social, of bearing the punishment for her 
murder to be more acceptable than either fathering the child out of wedlock or being 
associated with an abortion. The provincial hākim fined Khemo a hundred and forty one 
rupees and closed the case. News of the murder and the pregnancy that was its likely 
cause, however, reached the ears of the Rathor crown’s news gatherers. In response, the 
crown promptly dispatched an order to the provincial government to extract a much 
larger fine from the mahājan. Khemo was a wealthy man, it noted, and the state stood to 
earn as much as a thousand rupees by fining him for this crime. The drive to maximize its 
earnings underpinned the state’s reopening of this local case and its imposition of a much 
higher fine on him. The state’s financial calculus aside, a question still lingers. Why did 
mahājan Khemo prefer to murder the woman he had impregnated rather than simply 
arranging for a discreet abortion?  
A prohibited sexual relationship, crossing the boundaries of caste and religion, 
even if consensual, drew the ire of customary keepers of social propriety such as caste 
councils and family elders. In eighteenth century Marwar, the state’s law and order 
apparatus too intervened in social life to prevent and punish such relationships. In this 




irrefutable evidence of ‘wrongdoing’ (“khoṭo karam,” as one scribe described it826). To 
avoid the social censure upon them and their families that stemmed from unwanted 
pregnancies, women would seek out abortions. Midwives (dāīs) and Jain monks (jatīs) 
performed abortions, inducing them by administering herbs (aukhad).827  
Under the auspices of the Rathor crown in the late eighteenth century, however, 
abortion (adhūrā nākhnā, ādhān nākhnā, or ṭāb nākhnā, literally, “to throw away when 
incomplete,” “to discard a pregnancy,” or “to throw a child away,” respectively) was 
illegal. “There is much illicit sex in the town [of Nagaur] and abortions are common 
(saihar maiṁ ghaṇī chāmchori huvai hai nai adhūrā nakhījai hai).828 Keep an eye out 
especially for this,” the crown instructed its administrators in Nagaur in 1776.829 In 1784, 
the crown issued the following order to Merta chauntrā830 based on the reports that its 
news reporters carried to it: 
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There is a well in front of Sojhatiya Gate in Merta. Children’s bodies were 
thrown deep into the well and have now been extricated from it. Yet, it remains 
unknown who threw the bodies in. Keep an eye out for news about this.831 
	  
The Rathor crown would investigate those reports of abortion that reached it and 
ensure, in most cases, that anyone deemed complicit – the mother-to-be, the father of the 
unborn child, anyone who aided or enabled the feticide, and anyone who failed to report 
it – were punished. If reports of a planned abortion or a pregnancy out of wedlock 
reached the state, it would intervene to prevent the abortion.832 
As with many other crimes in eighteenth century Marwar, the punishment for 
abortion varied from case to case, depending on the economic, social and political clout 
that the accused could marshal in his or her defense. In most cases, provincial authorities 
fined those held guilty.833 These fines, when specified, ranged from 15 to 445 rupees, 
assessed on the basis of the perceived gravity of the crime and the payer’s economic 
standing.834 Expulsion from government employment, where possible, was another means 
of punishing those deemed complicit in an abortion case. Under pressure from the crown, 
the hākim of Sanchor fired Koṭhārī Uda from his service after the Kothari impregnated a 
mahājan’s widow (rānḍol) who then fled to Gujarat in order to escape the social and 
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legal repurcussions of her pregnancy. The Koṭhārī had commissioned the mahājan widow 
to make roṭīs (bread) for the hākim’s camp.835 Solankhi Rājpūt Sirdar Hayat was expelled 
from his employment as a soldier in Merta chauntrā for allegedly failing to report an 
abortion in his caste, one that he had been especially instructed to prevent once the 
widow’s pregnancy had become known.836 
In a few cases, punishments were more extreme, such as banishment from one’s 
town and the imposition of a fine that was ruinously disproportionate to the payer’s 
means. The authorities in Didwana affixed the high fine of 145 rupees upon the family of 
a young man from the weaver (julāvā) community who impregnated a mahājan woman, a 
māheshvarī widow with whom he had been in a sexual relationship (lagvāḍ).837 In this 
case, neither the provincial nor the central authorities ordered the mahājan woman or her 
family punished in any way. Yet, the julāvā man was slapped with a the high fine, for his 
sexual relationship with a mahājan woman constituted a significant transgression of local 
hierarchies in addition to the abortion it led to being a violation of the kingdom’s laws.  
In the same decades, cloth printer (chhīmpā) Ahmad impregnated his caste-fellow 
Isakh’s unmarried daughter. The girl aborted the fetus (“ṭāb nai mār nākhīyo”). For this, 
the crown in Jodhpur ordered Isakh’s house to be confiscated and for him to be thrown 
out of the town, Sojhat, in which he lived. The crown also commanded the young girl 
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expelled from the town.838 For the two cloth printers, illicit sexual intercourse and the 
abortion it led to resulted in banishment from the town in which they dwelt. This was, in 
effect, an expulsion from all that was familiar to them, from the social worlds in which 
they had been embedded, and from the livelihoods they practiced. Upon the young 
woman, in particular, banishment from the town in which her family lived and worked 
would have surely extracted a heavy toll.  
These instances of the extreme punishment of abortion – banishment from the 
town or a fine disproportionate to the means of the payer – were directed at members of 
poor Muslim communities. As seen above, the names, Isakh and Ahmad, of the two cloth 
printers expelled from the town for abortion indicate that they belonged to a Muslim 
community. In the other case, the crown slapped the weaver with a fine that was 
inordinate given the generally low economic standing of weavers; he was a julāvā, from a 
Muslim community of weavers.  
It was much more uncommon for members of the brāhmaṇ or mahājan 
communities to be banished from their towns in connection with abortion. In the only 
instance of this, the authorities in Didwana found a brāhmaṇ woman guilty of aborting a 
pregnancy that had resulted from an extra-marital relationship with a mahājan, Jājū839 
Jasā’s son. She was a married woman and her in-laws reported the matter to the local 
authorities who closed the case after levying a small fine on the mahājan. It was only 
after persistent litigation by the girl’s father, over a year or more, that the crown slapped a 
                                                       
838 JSPB 5, VS 1823/1766 CE, f 164a. 
 





higher fine on the mahājan and ordered him expelled from the town but it did so while 
also ordering the brāhmaṇ woman banished.840 This woman, Gauḍ brāhmaṇ Mana’s 
daughter, found herself in the state’s crosshairs again later that same year. She had been 
having an affair (lagvāḍ) with mahājan Uda Jājū, a maheshvari. She got pregnant and her 
parents took her out of the kingdom, to a village in Bikaner, where she gave birth to a 
baby girl. They killed the girl when she was eight days old, poisoning her with opium. 
Three months later, the parents returned to Nagaur and, using their connections, managed 
to bring their daughter back in too. A caste fellow of theirs reported the entire matter to 
the crown. The crown asked its administrators in Nagaur to explain how it was that a 
woman who had earlier been expelled from the town had been able to make her way back 
in. The informer from Nagaur had brought reports of many a misdeed in the same 
brāhmaṇ household and the crown ordered its officers to keep a close eye on them in 
future.841 
For members of these elite castes, however, banishment from a town was not 
always an irreversible punishment. In 1778, Kiki, a woman from the brāhmaṇ 
community of Nandvānā Bohrās, petitioned the crown to permit her daughter, one of 
three women expelled from Nagaur for abortion, to return to the town. She cited her 
blindness and ailing health (“monu phoḍā paḍai chhai,” or “I get boils”) and mentioned 
that one of the other exiled women had already made her way back into the town. The 
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crown responded sympathetically to her appeal, permitting her daughter to return to 
Nagaur.842  
 Thus, local power relations mediated judicial responses to abortion, resulting in 
uneven punishments and unexplained exemptions. ‘Low’-caste, poor Muslims, as 
indicated above, stand out in the historical record as recipients of some of the harsher 
punishments for abortion. There were other axes of unevenness too. Quite commonly, 
provincial authorities would punish only some of those involved in an abortion case. 
News of such discrepancies would reach the crown through its surveillance networks or 
when a petitioner would appeal to it for an intervention. For instance, the provincial 
authorities of Merta fined Mayaram Daftarī fifty-one rupees in 1771 for his daughter’s 
abortion and imprisoned the Jain monk (jatī) who had administered the herbs (aukhad) 
that induced the abortion. These local administrators, however, left the father of the child, 
Pandit Kana Pancholi, a brāhmaṇ, untouched. When news of this reached the crown, it 
ordered the brāhmaṇ arrested for his role in fathering the child.843 In the same year, a Jain 
devotee in Jalor, a follower (chelā) of a local bhattārak,844 impregnated a woman from 
the butcher community (khaṭīknī), a community that stood firmly within the domain of 
the ‘untouchable’ in early modern Marwar. Attempting a quiet resolution of the matter, 
the devotee took her to a remote village in 1772 and had the seven-month-old fetus 
aborted. Despite multiple state-employed news reporters informing the local kachaiḍī of 
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the episode, it did not pursue the matter. The news reporters then informed the crown 
which responded by upbraiding the Jalor kachaiḍī for its failure to follow up on the 
case.845 Yet, in this case, the crown did not order the local authorities to punish the guilty 
– neither the khaṭīk woman nor the Jain devotee who had fathered her child and had then 
ensured its abortion. After cloth printer Fata’s mother managed to prove her innocence in 
the face of abortion charges from her caste fellows, the crown had to intervene to ensure 
that the Nagaur chauntrā collected the dues owed to it by the men who had made the 
false allegations.846 There were numerous such instances in which provincial authorities 
failed to impose significant fines, take action against men accused or indicted, or 
completely failed to investigate reports of abortion. 
 If they had the means to do so, the accused would try to bribe witnesses and local 
officers into silence. Jivaniya Majiji managed to fend off the two men the koṭvāl of 
Didwana sent to arrest him and his pregnant mother, a widow, by handing them jewelry 
worth five rupees. Unfortunately for the family, the crown’s news reporters had heard 
about both the mother’s pregnancy and the bribe that the family had paid to escape 
punishment for ending it. They relayed the news to the crown and the crown, in turn, 
commanded Didwana chauntrā to explain itself.847 In the process, the family’s attempts 
to be peacefully reinstated in the town were disrupted.  In 1788, the crown discovered 
that the hākim of Nagaur had been pocketing fines that were meant for the state’s coffers. 
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Among these were the one hundred and fifty rupees that mahājan Hema paid as the fine 
for his daughter’s abortion.848  
If reports of a planned abortion or a pregnancy out of wedlock reached the state, it 
would intervene to prevent the abortion. In 1777, the authorities in Merta placed Solankhi 
Sardar Hayat in charge of keeping an eye on the widowed daughter of his caste fellow, 
Sardar Khan, to ensure that she did not abort the fetus she was carrying.849 A decade 
later, Sundri, a woman from the Mehra community among the mahājans, was carrying 
Munshi (scribe) Jora’s child. The chauntrā in Sojhat collected a fine from her, getting her 
to sign an undertaking committing to not aborting the pregnancy and agreeing to an 
added fine if she did abort it.850 
Surveillance and reporting played a central role in the crown’s punitive regime 
against abortion and, in effect, against non-marital sex. Many reports of abortion, or of 
provincial administrators’ unsatisfactory handling of cases of abortion, reached the 
Rathor state through its network of newsgatherers (itlāk naves and uvākā naves). If 
provincial administrators failed to adequately resolve an abortion case or extract as high a 
fine as the crown deemed fit, the matter would reach the crown’s officers in Jodhpur 
through its newsgatherers’ dispatches. Individual subjects would also sometimes take the 
lead in reporting instances of abortion that had occurred in their families, neighborhoods, 
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or local caste groups.851  This fostered an atmosphere in which neighbors, caste fellows 
and family members became willing reporters to the crown of each others’ activities. To 
prevent just this, a woman from the brāhmaṇ community who had an abortion sought to 
buy the silence of three acquaintances, two jāṭ women and a brāhmaṇ woman, by paying 
them a mohrā (gold coin) each. Unfortunately for her, news of the abortion and her 
generous gift to all those who knew of it reached the state.852 Just as in the campaign 
against animal slaughter, the state’s implementation of an anti-abortion law offered a 
fertile ground on which to play out grudges and long-standing feuds.853 An accusation of 
abortion would, at the very least, embroil the accused in long and costly legal 
proceedings, if not lead to their arrest or fining. 
The Rathor crown encouraged the reporting of one’s neighbors or acquaintances for 
abortion, punishing those who concealed such information and rewarding those who 
divulged it. Administrators in Koliya confiscated vīṇīyāṇī (baniya or trader woman) 
Kusli’s cow and fined her fifteen rupees for her alleged failure to report her neighbor’s 
plans to abort an unwanted pregnancy to the state.854 When under fire for impregnating a 
brāhmaṇ woman, Jājū Jasa, of the Maheshwari community of merchants tried to get the 
heat off himself by reporting someone else for having an illicit relationship. He accused a 
fellow Maheshwari, Bāhetī Gangavisan, of being in an illicit relationship with someone 
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else’s wife, though the allegation was later proved false.855 Brāhmaṇ Ramrai’s widowed 
daughter, under arrest for having an abortion, revealed that Vyas (brāhmaṇ) Nanu’s wife 
too had an abortion four months after she got pregnant while her husband was abroad 
(pardes). When news of this new case reached the crown, it ordered that in recognition of 
her cooperation, Ramrai’s daughter’s fine be reduced to a quarter of the original sum.856 
Mahājans and brāhmaṇs appear to have played a leading role in reporting abortions. 
Agarvāl Naga reported the provincial administrators of Pali for their inaction against 
Pātnī Karma, a Jain, who had administered three abortions while Bohra Chaina, a 
brāhmaṇ, informed the crown of mahājan Hema’s daughter’s abortion and the local 
administrators’ usurping of the fines collected for it.857 
Investigations could establish the innocence of women who were accused of 
abortion if the accused woman or her family took on the expense and the effort to wage a 
legal challenge. Cloth printer (chhīmpā) Phata’s mother managed to prove her innocence 
(sāchī kīvī) by contesting the allegations some of her caste-fellows in Merta made against 
her. Before proceeding with the investigation, the administration made both sides commit 
to a written undertaking (muchalkā) that whoever was proved false would have to pay the 
state a fixed sum. In this case, the investigations proved the complainants who had 
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accused the chhīmpā widow of abortion as false and the state ordered them to pay the 
dues that they had earlier agreed to.858 
 Unwanted pregnancies would, in many cases, force women to temporarily leave 
their homes in search of shelter and discreet abortions in far-flung places. Such journeys 
and abortions would likely have been perilous and expensive undertakings. A mahājan 
widow, seven months pregnant, left Sanchor for Gujarat in 1775, unaccompanied as she 
embarked on this difficult journey.859 In 1801, Agarvālā Ramsukh’s wife left Didwana to 
have an abortion, news of which reached the crown.860 For many women burdened by 
unwanted pregnancies, their natal families emerged as a significant source of material, 
social, and legal support. In 1776, Jivaniya Majījī accompanied his widowed mother 
when she left Didwana for the countryside, seeking a low-key abortion. He bribed the 
officers that the Didwana kachaiḍī had sent after them, fending them off. They managed 
to terminate the mother’s pregnancy while on the run and the family used its local 
influence to allow them re-entry into Didwana.861 In 1784, Asāvā862 Bagsiram’s wife and 
jāṭ Syama’s daughter moved from their marital homes to their natal villages in order to 
end their unwanted pregnancies.863 In 1787, Agarvālā Sukha came to his cousin fourth-
removed’s defense, successfully appealing to the crown in Jodhpur to intervene in her 
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favor when she was accused in Merta of having an abortion.864 Her natal family’s support 
to a woman pregnant out of wedlock was driven, in no small measure, by the fact that 
quite often it was the natal family that had to pay the social and legal costs of her illicit 
pregnancy.865  
Members of their marital homes, on the other hand, could well turn upon women 
if they were discovered to be pregnant with a child fathered by someone from outside 
their marital home.866 It was her in-laws who reported brāhmaṇ Mana’s daughter’s 
pregnancy out of wedlock to the authorities in Nagaur.867 Even though she was eventually 
expelled from the town for the getting pregnant out of wedlock and then having an 
abortion, her father’s persistence with the legal authorities ensured that the wealthy 
family of the merchant who impregnated her paid her a sum of two hundred rupees.868 So 
pervasive was the association between married women convalescing in their natal homes 
and secret abortions that a jagirdar in Nagaur province tried to levy a fine on a jāṭ in his 
jurisdiction on grounds that the jāṭ had facilitated his married daughter’s abortion. The jāṭ 
appealed to the crown for help, arguing that all he had done was tend to his daughter for a 
few days after she had fainted while away from her marital home.869  
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 Pregnancies resulting from relationships that were deemed incestuous elicited a 
slightly different response from the Rathor crown. When mahājan Karma impregnated 
his brother’s wife, the local authorities collected a fine of twenty-five rupees from him 
and threw the woman out of the village in Merta province in which she lived. Hearing of 
the incident from its news reporters, the crown ordered that five more rupees be collected 
from the mahājan and that efforts be made to prevent the child from being born (jāyāṁ 
huṇ dejo matī), ostensibly since it was the product of a forbidden intra-family union.870 A 
woman from the goldsmith community named her brother-in-law as the father of the 
fetus she had aborted. The crown ordered that if this was indeed the case, then the man 
should be fined.871 When caught for abortion, a rājpūt woman from Maroth named her 
husband’s grandfather as the man who had impregnated her.872 In these cases, even 
though they were reported when the women were pregnant, the crown did not insist upon 
the prevention of abortion. In cases of pregnancies resulting from forbidden intra-familial 
relationships, then, the crown seemed to make an exception to its general insistence upon 
preventing abortion. 
It was women of the mahājan and brāhmaṇ communities who bore the brunt of 
the imposition of a ban on abortion. Over half the gathered instances of abortion involve 
women from mercantile or priestly families and of the remaining cases, about half 
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concerned women from elite families.873 Only four cases involving women of artisanal 
communities and just one in which an ‘untouchable’ woman was involved reached the 
crown for adjudication. The universal ban of abortion was, in effect, implemented more 
rigorously upon members of brāhmaṇ and mahājan communities.  
Brāhmaṇ and mahājan women’s special treatment in the implementation of the 
anti-abortion law was the product of several historical forces. Firstly, as shown in 
previous chapters, the merchant and brāhmaṇ communities were at the forefront of the 
effort to define a new community of elites, marked off spatially, ritually, and 
economically, and also demarcated by the cultural practices of vegetarianism. An ethical 
insistence upon non-violence became the basis upon which these communities justified 
and valorized the adherence to vegetarianism and the Rathor state imposed it as law upon 
the rest of the its population. The same ethical precept, an emphasis upon non-violence, 
and the naturalization of the idea of vegetarianism and non-violence as an attribute of 
elite caste status combined to fuel the zeal against abortion, being as it was an act of 
violence upon a living being, among brāhmaṇ and mahājan communities in particular. 
Secondly, elite status in early modern Marwar correlated with attitudes towards widow 
remarriage. Among brāhmaṇs and mahājans, along with other high-status groups such as 
the rājpūts, a widow could not remarry. Their abstinence from all bodily pleasure after 
the death of their husbands was a symbol of their community’s high status. Brāhmaṇ and 
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mahājan widows continued to live as vulnerable dependents in their marital homes and, 
as the numerous incidents of abortion among them indicate, found themselves in 
clandestine sexual relationships that, in some cases, may have been against their will. 
Thirdly, the social and legal intolerance of abortion served as added pressure upon the 
men and especially the women of these pre-eminent communities within the nascent 
Hindu public to refrain from non- or extra-marital sexual relationships. Non- or extra-
marital relationships were largely illicit among the brāhmaṇ and mahājan communities. 
This applied especially upon the women of these communities, forbidden as they were by 
custom from having any sexual relationship in their lives other than within the one 
marriage they were permitted in their lifetimes.  
The added pressure towards conformity with a moral code emphasizing sexual 
abstinence outside of wedlock was in keeping the more austere way of life that the 
formation of an elite, Krishna-worshipping milieu in Marwar seemed to expect of its 
members. Scholars have noted the association of the Vallabh Sampraday, the most 
influential of the Krishnaite sects in Marwar, with lavish displays of wealth and its 
rejection of asceticism. Norbert Peabody, in particular, has emphasized the sect’s “this-
wordly mysticism,” equating the concept of ‘bhog’ (enjoyment) in the sect’s ritual with 
the idea that it prescribed to its followers a generalized enjoyment of sensory pleasures.874 
While the Vallabhites did reject asceticism and criticized yogic techniques of bodily self-
discipline, it is important to pay attention to the context in which they prescribed and 
practiced an indulgence of the senses or a lavishing of wealth. It was only wealth spent in 
                                                       





the ‘right’ manner – that is, on Vallabhite ritual and establishments -- that had the 
potential to generate merit. Vallabh’s teaching encouraged the pursuit of material well-
being and sensory pleasure but only when directed towards the worship of Krishna.875 
Historians have noted an adherence to values of simplicity, restraint, and frugality among 
Vallabhite merchants.876 Given the close association between merchants and the Vallabh 
Sampraday since its inception, it may well be that the valorization of austerity, outside of 
the ritual and charitable context that is, originated in mercantile culture and came to be 
associated with the sect more broadly. Jain merchants too emphasized austere living, 
pointing to frugality and restraint being part of a wider, shared merchant ethos. Within 
mercantile networks of information, a family firm’s credit-worthiness was assessed, 
among other factors, by the degree of its austerity. Frugality was a measure of 
respectability among merchant families.877 Identifying precisely this tension between the 
value of simplicity and the desire for lavishness within the merchant community, 
Christopher Bayly notes that the Vallabhite sanction of lavishness in the ritual context 
helped its resolution.878 In the emergent Hindu community, I suggest, the centrality of 
merchants helped elevate austerity to being a desirable trait. 
For the women of ‘respectable’ communities, the process of the demarcation of an 
early modern Hindu community entailed sexual disciplining. This moral regime of sexual 
discipline was enforced not just through the societal stigmatization of unwed mothers, if 
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they belonged to these groups, but also the implementation of anti-abortion strictures. As 
bearers of the fruits of illicit sexual relationships, the outlawing of abortion meant that 
elite women also paid a greater price than their male counterparts for non-conformity 
with this regime of sexual discipline. 
The greater regulation of the sexuality of brāhmaṇ and mahājan women and the 
correlation between their ‘virtue’ and their community’s high status meant that 
accusations against a mahājan or brāhmaṇ woman sullied the entire local caste group’s 
social standing. Her brother-in-law, supported by a nāī (barber) woman, accused 
Agarvālā Cheemna’s wife of aborting a fetus conceived out of wedlock while her 
husband was away in the Deccan. Her cousin, fourth removed, Agarvala Sukha came to 
her defense and appealed to the crown for intervention on the grounds that the allegation 
was baseless. Without ordering an investigation, the crown reprimanded the local 
chauntrā in Merta for following up on the case. “She is a mahājan’s daughter. To make 
an issue of this without any basis will not go down well in her caste [nyāt maiṁ āchho nā 
lāgai].” Reiterating her mahājan identity and swayed by her cousin’s testimony, the 
crown ordered the chauntrā to deal with Agarvala Cheemna’s wife in a manner that was 
in keeping with her status. It nudged the Merta administrators to now fine the informer, 
the nāī woman, leaving the mahājan brother-in-law, who was among the original 
complainants, untouched.879 
In cases in which the entire local caste group felt its prestige at stake, brāhmaṇs 
too would assert the respect that their caste status entitled them to. Here, once more, it 
                                                       





was women’s bodies that became the synecdoches of the communal body. In 1797, 
Palliwal brāhmaṇ Naraan impregnated his caste fellow Harjida’s daughter, a widow. 
When the local kachaiḍī in Phalodhi heard of this, it sent two officers who dealt with the 
community in a manner that the Palliwal brāhmaṇs found too heavy handed. In their 
determination to right this wrong, the Palliwals performed a juhar880 in which they 
sacrificed an old woman (ḍokrī) from their community, burning her alive (palīvāl bhelā 
huī juhar kīyo ḍokrī ek bālī).881 In early modern Marwar, members of the priestly 
communities (chāraṇs and brāhmaṇs) could do harm upon their own bodies in order to 
place the onus of righting a moral wrong upon the person they held responsible for it. The 
early colonial officer James Tod too had noted in the early nineteenth century that the 
Palliwal brāhmaṇs would perform a public ritual of self-mutilation in order to exert moral 
pressure upon the king.882  that Self-mutilation and harm to one’s own body was a means 
of demanding rectification of a situation, it was a tactic through which the brāhmaṇ 
allocated moral responsibility for harm to his body, a body the maintenance of whose 
sanctity was the moral duty of all, not least of whom was the sovereign.883 In this case, 
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the brāhmaṇs of Phalodhi collectively sacrificed a member of their community, an old 
woman, who stood in for the corporal bodies of the brāhmaṇs as a whole. This act forced 
the Rathor crown to swing into action -- it immediately deemed the allegation of abortion 
false and ordered disciplinary action against the men who had conducted the heavy-
handed inquiry among the Palliwals.884 In this particular case of pregnancy out of 
wedlock, the brāhmaṇs of this village in Phalodhi were able to band together and 
mobilize their ritual status in order to be treated exceptionally and to have the charges of 
illicit sex against members of their community dropped. 
 In most cases, abortions among women impregnated by rape were treated no 
differently than those among women carrying the offspring of consensual relationships. 
The havāldār of a village in Merta province summoned a brāhmaṇ woman, Kamvri, 
whose husband was abroad.  In 1794, the Rathor crown’s spies reported to it that while 
trapped in the havāldār’s custody, brāhmaṇī Kamvri had had two abortions and was eight 
months pregnant. In addition to the havāldār and his jāṭ followers, a brāhmaṇ, two jāṭs, a 
rājpūt, and a khaṭīk (butcher), had been involved in the matter. Of these, the local 
authorities in Merta arrested only a jāṭ and the khaṭīk’s father because the havāldār 
refused to hand over the rest of this associates. The havāldār also hid the brāhmaṇī, 
preventing the authorities from reaching her. Informed of this state of affairs, the crown 
ordered that the havāldār and all of his other associates immediately be arrested and 
properly fined.885  








The women of brāhmaṇ and mahājan communities were caught in a double bind. 
The irrefutable evidence of forbidden sexual intercourse, a pregnancy out of wedlock, 
even one that resulted from rape, placed them in the impossible position of choosing 
between the criminal offense of abortion and giving birth to a child out of wedlock. 
Having an abortion would attract the state’s punishment and held the possible risk of 
expulsion from the town or village. Not having an abortion and instead, bearing a child 
out of wedlock would bring social censure and possible expulsion from the community. 
The Rathor state and local caste councils attempted to limit the women of the 
mahājan and brāhmaṇ communities to a sexual life that was firmly contained within the 
boundary of marriage. Abortion and the non-marital sexual relationships that caused 
unwanted pregnancies would surely not have been limited to women of these castes 
alone. Women of peasant, artisan and ‘low’ service castes too would certainly have 
gotten pregnant out of wedlock, whether as a result of consensual sexual relationships or 
rape. The Jodhpur Sanad Parwana Bahis, as records of the state’s legislative practice, are 
silent on the incidence of abortion among non-elite castes. Yet, as the state worked to 
strengthen its penetration of early modern Marwari society and as community leaders 
sought to forge an exclusive elite domain, imposing a regime of sexual discipline upon 
the women of this elite domain became essential to claims of high status, articulated as 
they were in moral and ethical terms.886 
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As Marwar, and South Asia more generally, journeyed through the eighteenth 
century, women’s corporal bodies became the tools for the conditioning of a new body 
social. In zealously pursuing the implementation of laws against alcohol and gambling 
and in policing non-marital sexual relationships, the Rathor state and its apparatus were 
especially concerned with the enforcing probity upon mahājan and brāhmaṇ 
communities, the same groups that had coalesced around Krishna devotion. The 
surveillance and policing involved served as a means to regulate the sexual and moral 
lives of a nascent community of elites, consisting largely of merchants and brāhmaṇs and 
united by shared cultural and devotional practices. State and caste councils combined to 
enforce at least a formal acquiescence to these moral codes, aiding the process of the 
demarcation of a new identity, that of the early modern Hindu. Women in particular were 
the objects of this moral policing, living in a milieu in which their consent or the lack 
thereof to sex was immaterial in custom or law. As new state forms emerged in late 
eighteenth century Marwar, their articulation was intertwined with the elaboration of a 
new Hindu community. 
  
                                                                                                                                                                     







Politics in the Past Tense:  
Caste, Custom, and the Everyday 
 
The jaṭīyās (leatherworkers) of Sojhat came here and submitted an appeal 
stating that a sargarā887 who was among the soldiers working for the chauntrā 
came to their quarter to collect dues. The soldiers spoke rudely to the 
leatherworkers’ headman, slapping and kicking him, all without any 
provocation. “Our community is displeased that a lowly caste (kamīṇ jāt) 
misbehaved with us in this,” they said. An order has been issued enquiring why 
the sargarās behaved disrespectfully. In addition, you should deny them a 
month’s wages. In future, do not send sargarās to the jaṭīyās’ quarter for any 
work. Send other soldiers from the chauntrā, rājpūt guards, instead.888 
 
This command, from saṃvat 1846 (1789 CE), was dispatched by the crown to its 
provincial kachaiḍī in Sojhat parganā. It reflects that the leatherworkers of Sojhat 
objected not so much to their mistreatment at the hands of a crown employee but rather, 
to its commission by those whom they viewed as lowly, a kamīṇ jāt. Themselves among 
the most stigmatized of castes due to their involvement in the skinning and preparation of 
hides, the leatherworkers’ outrage and their determination to take their fight all the way 
to the crown is remarkable. Recognizing this, the crown ordered the provincial 
administration to punish the offending employee and also, to only send elite, rājpūt 
soldiers to deal with the leatherworkers in future. Struggles like these, over markers of 
social status, were regular occurrences across Marwar. Beginning as local fights and 
arising out of everyday interactions, these struggles often made their way from local fora 
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all the way to the crown for resolution. These disputes and the actors in them were 
embedded in a web of economic relations and in networks of rights and obligations. This 
chapter is a study of these economic and social relationships, arguing that these elements 
of caste hierarchy and social rank remained entrenched in a politics of customary rights 
and past practice. 
 Custom held center-stage in the political life of early modern Marwar. Ordinary 
Marwaris and state functionaries often articulated and resolved their complaints in the 
language of custom. In an order, dated 1768, the crown sent the following instructions to 
its kachaiḍī889 in Nagaur: 
Telī890 Dola, a mehtar,891 came here and submitted an appeal. “We have always 
(sadāmand suṃ) observed the mahājans’ days of prayer and rest (agatāṃ) and 
whenever they host a feast (jīmaṇ), they have always (sadāmaṇd) given us a 
serving (kāṃso) from it. Now, they have stopped giving us a share of their 
feasts,” they said. It has been decreed that you should tell the mahājans to 
continue serving a share as they always have (sadāmand kāṃso pūrastā huvai 
jīṇ māphak pūras dīyā karai).892 
 
And in 1777 the chauntrā in Nagaur received the following commands: 
The lohyās (iron sellers) and luhārs (blacksmiths) of the town are in the midst 
of a dispute over casting iron weaponry. The court has now received the 
detailed report about it that you [the chauntrā] had sent and the following order 
(hukam) has been issued. For all these years iron weaponry has been cast in the 
town and villages and then purchased by the lohyas with the assent of Shri Baḍā 
Mahārājājī (the king). On the basis of the lohyās’ ledgers recording past 
transactions, the two parties should be made to agree to continue casting and 
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891 State-recognized headman of the local caste group. 
 





selling the weaponry in accordance with the terms that have been customary (jīṇ 
rīt) so far. Do not permit anyone to unjustly harass others by establishing a new 
precedent (navāsīr suṃ gair vājabī kaitab karaṇ dejo matī).893 
  
 The Rathor crown dispatched hundreds of such orders each year in which the 
maintenance of existing patterns was the principle that guided its legislative decisions. 
‘Sadāmand suṃ’, ‘sadāmand māphak’, or ‘theṭ suṃ’ (all three phrases mean ‘as always’) 
and ‘rīt’ (custom) are terms that are repeatedly invoked by both petitioners as well as the 
legislative authority, the crown, in framing complaints and responses. Being ‘sadāmand 
sivāy’ (‘in departure from past practice), ‘berīt’ (‘violating custom’), and ‘navāsīr suṃ’ 
(‘establishing a new precedent’) was grounds for an action to be judged ‘be-uvājabī’ or 
‘gair-vājabī’ (‘unsuitable’ or ‘unnecessary’) and therefore, untenable.894 The constitution 
of ‘sadāmand’ was highly localized and contextual and while ordering the upholding of 
custom, the crown always instructed provincial authorities to verify exactly what was 
customary for the individuals and the locality concerned.895 The urge to protect the 
customary framed political action and juridical reasoning in early modern Marwar. This 
however should not be taken as an indication of changelessness. Those who departed 
from past practice often dressed up their actions as customary. Read against this, the 
crown’s rulings concerning the demarcation of a Hindu community and the enforcement 
of vegetarianism emerge as explicitly new precedents, articulated as such without any 
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pretense of being custom. Instead, they were justified with reference to ethical precepts 
(non-violence, probity, austerity, ‘dharma’) and it was this move that enabled the 
supercession of custom by openly novel legislation. 
 Beginning with an examination of the tax regime and economic relations that 
underpinned social hierarchy in early modern Marwar, this chapter then moves on to the 
numerous social and economic institutions, webs of rights and obligations, that off-set the 
dominance of the elite. Then, through a discussion of numerous struggles over rights, 
perquisites, and markers of social status, as well as evidence for social and occupational 
mobility, I argue that caste in early modern Marwar was dynamic and responsive to 
economic, political, and social changes. The source of this dynamism was the centrality 
accorded to custom in political life, so that the discourse of custom framed everyday 
struggles that, in turn, affected an individual and their caste group’s place in localized 
social hierarchies. This stands in contrast to influential arguments about pre-modern, 
‘traditional’ Indian society that either explicitly argue or implicitly assume that the basis 
of caste hierarchy lay in ritual prescription.896 Instead, caste emerges as a form of 
political community that drew legitimacy from a claim to defending custom and 
preserving practice. With custom itself being fluid, caste and its attendant hierarchies, 
boundaries, and social behaviors too were responsive to the political actors that animated 
them. 
Taxes, Land Relations, and Economic Inequality 
                                                       





Research on socio-economic stratification in rural western India points towards 
economic inequalities that were reinforced by the crown’s taxation regime, with BL 
Bhadani’s work on Marwar aligning with similar findings for Mughal North India and for 
early modern Jaipur.897 This research suggests that the resulting stratification 
corresponded with caste hierarchy, with rājpūts, brāhmaṇs, and mahājans controlling the 
bulk of productive resources and enjoying the benefits of a regressive tax regime. In the 
case of Marwar, for instance, rājpūts, mahājans, and brāhmaṇs formed the bulk of the 
category of fixed-rate (muqātī or pasāyatī) tax payers.898 The Marwar crown taxed 
landholders, whether fixed-rate taxpayers or not, that belonged to these castes at 
concessional land revenue rates. The payment of revenue in small, fixed amounts or at 
low rates was more profitable for the cultivators that received such concessions. While 
the crown assessed the rājpūts generally at the lowest rates, it taxed the brāhmaṇs and 
mahājans at rates that were still lower than those that the rest of the peasantry, those in 
the karsā or raīyat category, paid.899 Tax schedules in early modern Marwar oftentimes 
listed tax rates caste-wise and historians have studied this to reinforce the picture of a 
correlation between caste and privilege. In parganā Pokharan, mahājans paid land 
revenue (bhog) at the rate of 22-22.5% of the produce while the raīyat paid 22.5-25% of 
the produce. In addition, the state collected kharach bhog or a cess to cover the cost of 
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collecting revenue from taxpayers.900 While the peasant castes that constituted most of 
the raīyat paid the highest rates of revenue, the rājpūts generally paid still more 
discounted rates than the mahājans and brāhmaṇs. Interestingly, in the seventeenth 
century, low-ranked caste groups, such as leather-workers and barbers, also were 
assessed at discounted tax rates. BL Bhadani attributes this to the crown’s recognition of 
their inability to part with anything more than a small proportion of their incomes.901 
 Control over productive resources played an important role in determining these 
groups’ primacy in the social order. The size of land held and the number of wells, 
ploughs, and oxen controlled were important determinants of social location. Micro-
studies of three villages in Jālor parganā demonstrate that the holdings of rājpūt, 
mahājan, and brāhmaṇ peasants were larger than those of others and that the majority of 
farmers from these communities cultivated a cash crop, cotton.902 Ownership of water-
lifting Persian wheels, valued irrigation devices, too was skewed heavily in favor of 
rājpūts and brāhmaṇs, for instance, in Jālor parganā, constituting 73 per cent of the total 
. These same groups added up to around 30 per cent of a sample Jodhpur village’s 
population, while the raīyat, the cultivators, added up to 38 per cent.903  
 The bhomiās, hereditary holders of superior rights in land, were all rājpūts and, at 
least in the mid-seventeenth century, an overwhelming majority of the bhomiās in 
Marwar were rājpūts of the Rathor clan. Only in the southwestern region of Marwar did a 
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clan other than the Rathors, the Chauhans, predominate among the bhomiā.904 Bhomiās 
were allodial proprietors of land and held bhom rights, which entitled them to the 
collection of a share of revenue generated by the peasants in the areas where they held 
sway, in addition to tax-free income on the land that they inherited. In parganā Jālor, for 
instance, the bhomiās took a share of 10 per cent of the revenue collected. Bhomiās also 
collected cesses in cash or kind from the owners of productive resources such as ploughs, 
wells, and oxen. Artisans paid a cess to the bhomiā in kind, in the form of a few pieces of 
their manufacture, while service castes performed unpaid labor for the bhomiā. The bhom 
right over land was inalienable, a reason perhaps for its concentration in the hands of 
certain clans of rājpūts alone.905 In exchange for the recognition of this hereditary set of 
rights, the bhomiās performed military service for the crown using contingents of troops 
they were permitted to maintain. They also paid a share of the income from their lands to 
the crown. Known as bhom bāb, this was levied from the villages under their sway at a 
fixed rate that varied from bhomiā to bhomiā. Bhadani argues that bhomiās collected 
revenue at a slightly higher rate from the peasants in their domain but were required to 
pass on only a small proportion of their collections to the crown, allowing a concentration 
of wealth in their hands.906 
 Brāhmaṇs, chāraṇs, and bhāṭs – communities of ritual specialists for the 
privileged castes – received grants of tax-free land, known as ḍohlī or sāsaṇ in 
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Marwar.907 The crown resolutely protected the hereditary as well as tax-free status of 
ḍohlī landholdings. Attempts by jagirdars or local elites to tax, encroach upon, or 
reassign ḍohlī land were firmly put down by the crown.908 Ḍohlī grantees were not only 
exempted from the payment of land revenue but also from all other taxes that might 
otherwise arise from the productive resources associated with the holding, such as taxes 
on wells and ploughs.909 These communities of ritual specialists were also entitled to the 
earnings from certain taxes imposed by the crown, apart from their customary earnings 
from their ritual activities. They collected a neg (or lāg dāpo) for officiating weddings. 
Administrators forwarded local collections of chamvarī, a cess on the bride’s family at 
the time of her wedding, to designated brāhmaṇ families.910 Brāhmaṇ households could 
also be authorized recipients of local collections of chungī, or octroi, to the point that by 
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the eighteenth century, crown records in the eighteenth century referred to this tax as vyās 
jī kī chungī or vyās jī’s octroi, “vyās” being a brāhmaṇ community.911  
 In addition, many members of these communities of ritual specialists did not 
restrict themselves to officiating rituals and instead, made the most of the opportunities 
that the Marwari economy offered. Several brāhmaṇ communities actively participated in 
the robust trade that passed through the region. Palliwal brāhmaṇs and Pokarna 
brāhmaṇs, in particular, had been traders for several generations and were renowned for 
the wealth that they had accumulated. The chāraṇs too had taken to trade.  
In Marwar, as in other parts of western India, there existed a category of 
cultivators that tilled land outside the villages in which they lived. Perhaps in order to 
address the shortage of labor available to till cultivable lands, non-resident cultivators 
received the benefit of tax rates that were even lower than those enjoyed by the local 
elite.912 Known in Marwar as pāhī, osārī or bāhr-lā-gāoṃ rā, these cultivators were 
largely brāhmaṇs, mahājans, and rājpūts but also occasionally included peasant castes 
such as bishnoī and mālī in their midst.913 Having the ability to organize cultivation in 
another village required the ability to invest capital and productive inputs that only the 
relatively prosperous sections of the peasantry could manage to arrange. A non-resident 
cultivator’s investment was rewarded by a higher rate of return and also held the 
possibility of conversion over time to ownership of the hereditary right to cultivate the 
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lands that they brought under their ploughs.914 Those peasants, mostly rājpūts, brāhmaṇs, 
and mahājans, who could afford the expense of taking on non-resident cultivation were 
able to boost their incomes and often, even their landholdings. 
 The bulk of the raīyat was made up of communities professionally associated 
with cultivation such as jāṭs, sirvīs, pīṭals, and mālīs. Members of artisanal and service 
castes also could be cultivators and were included in the karsā category in rural Marwar. 
As discussed above, cultivators who were classed in the raīyatī or karsā category paid 
land revenue to the crown at a higher rate than the muqātī landholders and also paid a 
share of their produce to the overlords above them. They also paid an array of other 
cesses to the crown – such as a small cess for a census (ghar giṇtī ra rupīyā, levied at 3 
rupees per household in 1801915). The combined pressure of higher revenue rates, smaller 
holdings, and the control of fewer productive resources such as capital, wells, ploughs, 
and oxen resulted in a karsā or raīyati peasant’s position being a precarious one. These 
peasants commonly worked as tenants upon muqātī landholders’ fields. Indebtedness 
could push them into selling or mortgaging their holdings and other productive resources, 
which then fell into the hands of the local elite while the karsās were reduced to landless 
labor.916  
 From the foregoing discussion, then, it is clear that not only did rājpūts, 
brāhmaṇs, and mahājans control greater productive resources and earn higher incomes, 
but they also paid lower taxes on these incomes to the crown. In addition, many of them 
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were entitled, through their control of superior rights over land or titles, to collect cesses 
in cash or in kind from the peasants, artisans, and service castes that were in their 
jurisdictions. 
 In presenting the peasant castes as paying the highest tax rates in early modern 
Marwar, the existing scholarship on the tax regime in seventeenth-century Marwar gives 
the impression that artisanal and service castes escaped the bulk of the crown’s levies, 
even if only due to the meagerness of their earnings. Indeed, there is further evidence 
from the eighteenth century that the artisanal and service castes were placed in a 
category, “pūṇ jāti,” that was exempt from the payment of agricultural taxes to the 
crown. The pūṇ jātis, listed as leatherworkers, tailors, carpenters, and barbers, among 
others but a term that described all the artisanal castes, were not to be subject to the 
plough tax. In 1793, the crown asked for a written explanation from its kachaiḍī in Sojhat 
for why member of pūṇ jātis were included among those assessed for hal bāb (plough 
tax).917 The next year, in 1794, the crown ordered the kachaiḍī in Didwana to return the 
money that was collected as pharohī (a tax on pastoralists) from pūṇ jātis by the 
chauntrā.918 In 1801 and 1809, again, the crown demanded an explanation from the 
kachaiḍīs in Jaitāraṇ and Desuri parganās, respectively, for why taxes were being 
imposed upon pūṇ jātis.919 
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While the pūṇ jātis may have managed to elude the payment of agricultural taxes 
to the crown, it would be inaccurate to conclude that they escaped the tax burden entirely. 
Firstly, there are instances in the historical record of members of the pūṇ jātis being 
subjected to the crown’s taxes on the harvest and sale of agricultural produce.920 Artisans’ 
trades were taxed. Bangle makers (chūḍīgars), for instance, paid a tax called chirāi to the 
crown.921 Bhāmbhīs, a leatherworking caste, had to pay a tax called bhāmbh to the 
crown.922 The state-appointed mehtar, or headman, of localized bhāmbhī caste groups 
bore the responsibility to collect and transmit this tax into the state’s coffers. The 
amounts demanded as bhāmbh from the individuals appointed to pay it varied from 40 to 
81 rupees for a year. The person who had contracted to take on this responsibility was 
liable to pay the affixed sums, even out of his own pockets if necessary. There are several 
instances of bhāmbhīs petitioning the crown on grounds of insolvency for a discount 
upon the sums that they owed as bhāmbh. The crown responded with the sanctioning of a 
discount and sometimes even a waiver of the dues.923 For bhāmbhī Nathiya of 
Daulatpurā, his inability to pay bhāmbh resulted in the local administration confiscating 
his harvest as well as the dues he had collected as his own perquisite, a cash payment 
called lavājmo, for holding the mehtarāī (headmanship). In response to his petition to the 
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crown for help, he received a discount and regained control over the resources that had 
been confiscated from him.924 
Taxes on artisanal groups could be in kind. The potters of Jālor town had to 
provide a few vessels for free to the local temple and to the chauntrā and the sālvīs 
(weavers) handed over one galṇo, or piece of fine cloth, a month to the local 
administration.925 In 1809, the crown authorized the collection of taxes from pūṇ jātis – 
listed here as leatherworkers (meghvāls), cotton carders (pīṇjārās), and butchers (kasāīs 
and khaṭīks) – in Desurī, albeit at half the rate as that collected from mahājans in the 
same town.926  
The pūṇ jātis also paid taxes locally – be it to the local administration, landed 
overlords, or village authorities. They paid an array of bābs – chaudhar bāb (tax to 
support the chaudharī’s office), baladh-bhainsiya ri bāb (tax on cattle), ghar ginti 
(census fee), kivāṛī bāb (barn tax), joḍ bāb (tax on use of pasture), notā rī bāb (a tax 
imposed on weddings and other festive occasions), and sāl bāb (a tax on weavers) are 
some examples.927 A hut tax (jhūmphī rā rupīyā), a hearth tax (āgāṃ rā rupīyā), a tax on 
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smoking (dhuvāṃ rā rupīyā) and ghāsmārī (a grazing tax) are some other taxes that were 
paid by the pūṇ jātis.928  
The pūṇ jātis and agriculturist castes paid chaṃvarī, a cess levied upon the bride’s 
household at the time of her wedding, to designated brāhmaṇ households or to the 
crown’s local representatives, such as the jagirdar.929 The same groups also bore the 
burden of the chungī, or octroi, discussed above.930 The funds collected through the 
chungī appear to have been channeled towards local communal expenses, and most 
commonly, towards purposes considered charitable, such as the upkeep of brāhmaṇ 
households. In 1786, the crown ruled against a jagirdar’s deviation from the prevailing 
practice of devoting the entire amount collected as chungī for the upkeep of the local 
Krishna temple.931 
The puṇ jātis could be subject to a cess called vāchh virāḍ, a war tax, collected by 
the village administration. For instance, in 1782, the folk (lok) of a village in Bilada 
province insisted upon their ‘time-honored’ right to collect vāchh virāḍ from the khātīs 
(carpenters) in their village.932 Litigation challenging the imposition of this cess increased 
in frequency at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The reasons most commonly 
offered to challenge the imposition of this tax were that the affected groups were already 
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subject to the obligation to perform unpaid labor (begār) or the unprecedented (and 
therefore, unjustified) nature of the demand for vāchh virāḍ.933 While craftsmen and 
service groups paid this tax, the crown iterated through a 1797 decree that all the 
mahājans of Nagaur, Jodhpur, and Phalodhi parganās, three of the most populous 
parganās in Marwar, were to be exempted from the payment of vāchh virāḍ.934 
 Clearly, the crown and its local representatives levied an array of taxes upon the 
Marwari populace. What is remarkable about this welter of taxes is the complete absence 
of uniformity in their imposition. The obligation to pay these taxes was placed upon some 
members of a community or an occupational group, but not upon others. This could vary 
from province to province and even village to village. The tax demand could be waived 
for a particular individual and, if the waiver was declared hereditary, for a particular 
lineage, even if the rest of his caste fellows in the same locality paid the same tax. 
Loyalty in military service or the exhibition of excellent craftsmanship could win an 
individual exemption from some or all taxes. 
 Most peasants, artisans, and members of service castes fought tooth and nail to 
preserve the freedoms from taxes and obligations that they had. If the local 
representatives of the crown’s authority tried to impose new taxes upon them and failed 
to respond to localized protests, individuals or entire groups would directly petition the 
crown for help. The ghānchīs (oil pressers) of Jodhpur parganā complained that they 
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local authorities were asking them to pay a hāsil (tax) upon wood for making ploughs and 
upon raw material for ritual feasts that they imported into the village. A tax upon these 
two items was unprecedented so they petitioned the crown for help. The crown upheld 
the ghānchīs’ claim. The crown largely ruled in favor of the artisanal groups when they 
litigated against the institution of new taxes. Delegations of telīs (oil pressers), nāīs 
(barbers), darjīs (tailors), kumbhārs (potters), khātīs (carpenters), julāvās (weavers), 
sālvīs (weavers), balāīs (leatherworkers) and silāvaṭs (masons) make appearances in the 
historical record, petitioning the crown for relief from taxes that they argued were 
unjust.935 In all these appeals, the artisans’ challenge was based on the unprecedented 
nature of the tax or the amount being demanded as tax.936 
As the eighteenth century came to a close, the Marwar crown came under 
increasing fiscal pressure due to ceaseless military entanglements with Maratha forces, 
followed by levies and indemnities that they had to bear upon repeated defeat. Faced with 
indebtedness, the crown began to bear down upon its subjects. In these decades, 
particular years left a mark on popular memory as times of unusual hardship. The year 
1784, or 1841 in Vikram Saṃvat, continued to be referred to in documents as a year of 
great difficulty. It was a year in which no one, not even those normally exempt, was 
spared from the payment of taxes to the crown.  For many, this cruel year, igtālīsā 
(shorthand for “41”), was one that pushed their financial condition over the brink, forcing 
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them into indebtedness, migration, and entry into disadvantageous economic 
relationships.937 The incidence of complaints from artisanal groups against the 
unprecedented exaction of these bābs, along with complaints against other taxes such as 
the ḍanḍ938, grew in frequency from around 1793 CE, a date that also marked the end of 
Vijai Singh’s long reign.939 It appears that the crown bore down heavier on its subjects 
for revenue in times of fiscal and military exigency that marked this period in Marwari 
history. Once imposed, these taxes could become routinized and had to be fought off by 
those subjects who considered them unjustified or excessive. The tailors of Sojhat 
complained in 1798 CE that the ḍanḍ tax had been imposed upon them during the battle 
of 1790 and that eight years later, it continued to be levied upon them for reasons that 
were unknown to them.940 The crown refused to grant discounts to or exemptions from 
the ghar giṇtī (census) tax of three rupees per household, irrespective of caste or 
economic status, that was imposed across the kingdom in 1801.941 Representatives of 
groups from across the kingdom petitioned the crown for relief from this cess but were 
met with an unsympathetic response.942 
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Members of artisanal and service castes could be made to perform corvée or 
provide a specified quantity of their manufactures for free to the crown’s local 
representatives. Known as ‘beth begār’ or ‘begār’ the demand for it was justified and 
regulated with reference to past practice. Individual families or entire local caste groups 
could be subject to begār demand. 943 As with taxes, there was much irregularity in begār 
demand, whether in the quantum of the demand or on whom it was imposed. Individuals 
could be exempted for reasons such as valorous service to the military, being caretakers 
of local bhagats or servants to crown officials.944 Nāī Dolo was to be allowed freedom 
from begār, ordered the crown, and instead be treated just like the nāīs that worked for 
hākims and koṭwāls.945 Entire caste groups in certain localities could also receive waivers 
from begār. The crown exempted the nāīs of Bilada from all begār in 1763.946 The 
potters of Bilada, in 1819, were waived from the begār duty of filling pots of water that 
they had until then fulfilled.947 For nāīs, a community of barbers, begar demand 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
943 As indicated by the plethora of references in this historical record to begār demands from 
artisanal and service groups and next to none from mahājans, brāhmaṇs, or rajpūts: JSPB 2, VS 
1822/1765 CE, f 81a; JSPB 5, VS 1823/1766 CE, f 83a-b; JSPB 11, VS 1828/1771 CE, f 194a; 
JSPB 15, VS 1832/1775 CE, f 442b-443a; JSPB 18, VS 1834/1777 CE, f 107b; JSPB 28, VS 
1839/1782 CE, f 276b; JSPB 30, VS 1841/1784 CE, f 289a; JSPB 32, VS 1842/1785 CE, f 185 
and 200b-201a; JSPB 37, VS 1844/1787 CE, f 195a-b; JSPB 40, VS 1846/1789 CE, f 168a-b; 
JSPB 45, VS 1850/1793 CE, f 141b; JSPB 59, VS 1864/1807 CE, f 40a; JSPB 61, VS 1866/1809 
CE, f 41b-42a, 51a, 139a, and 140a; JSPB 69, VS 1874/1817 CE, f 73a; and JSPB 71, VS 
1876/1819 CE, f 92b. 
 
944 JSPB 5, VS 1823/1766 CE, f 83a-b and JSPB 59, VS 1864/1807 CE, f 43b. 
 
945 JSPB 45, VS 1850/1793 CE, f 141b. 
 
946 JSPB 18, VS 1834/1777 CE, f 107b. 
 





translated into the performance of miscellaneous tasks, far removed from the trade – 
bodily grooming – with which their community was traditionally associated. For 
instance, they are documented making rotis and pressing oil as begar.948 For the many 
nāīs who were part of the military establishments of the crown’s nobles and officers, 
military service could be grounds for receiving exemption from the performance of beth 
begar.949 Despite instances of exemptions, when taken as a whole, the puṇ jātis, or the 
artisanal and service groups, formed that section of the Marwari polity that was expected 
to perform begār work for the crown.  
Forms of agrestic servitude in early modern Marwar included arrangements 
known as vasīpaṇā and hālīpaṇā. Vasīpaṇā, or the condition of being a vasī or basī, 
entailed that the individual and his household were attached to a landholder’s family. 
They provided agricultural labor to the landholder but were not entitled to a share of the 
produce. In exchange for their labor, the landholder was responsible for the provision of 
food, clothes, housing, and other basic necessities to the vasī and his family. The assent 
of both parties, the landholder and the laborer, was required for the vasī arrangement to 
be instituted and once established, the arrangement was hereditary. Quite frequently, the 
vasī relationship was established in writing, the papers being known as vasīpaṇā ro 
kāgad. It was possible for a vasī to be granted freedom from the arrangement by his 
master but in the absence of it, the vasī’s attachment to the landholder was enforceable by 
the crown. Hālīpaṇā was a temporary version of the same arrangement. A peasant or 
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artisan would take on a loan from a landholder and would gradually pay off the loan by 
working the landholder’s fields. Until the debt was cleared, the debtor remained a hālī, 
with the landholder controlling their labor, time, and ability to move. Hālīpaṇā could be a 
gateway towards a further slide into vasīpaṇā and landholders sometimes tried to claim, 
after some time had passed, that a hālī was now their vasī. Three in five instances of vasī 
status that I came across in the historical record concern members of artisanal castes, with 
the majority of these from leatherworking groups such as ḍheḍhs, meghvāls, and 
bhāmbhīs. Many of these came to the crown to challenge the vasīpaṇā claims of there 
landed overlords, alleging that the latter took advantage of their dependence upon them in 
times of need. In the absence of papers formally establishing their consent, these men 
were able to escape a lifetime of servitude.  
This survey of historiographical and archival information of the tax regime, rights 
in land and labor relations underscores the view that social hierarchy reinforced and was 
reinforced by economic inequality. Was this a period of complete and unchecked 
exploitation of the laboring poor at the hands of a high-caste elite? 
Rights, Perquisites, and the Defense of Custom 
So far, our information about the crown’s demands of tax and labor largely 
corresponds with the picture presented by Bhadani et al – of a two-fold stratification of 
early modern Marwari society between elite and non-elite, with the former using their 
linkages with political authority to arrogate all wealth into their hands. In this framework, 
the peasants, artisans, and service castes are lumped together into a single 
undifferentiated stratum, and the regressive tax structure is presented as indisputable 




respective caste-class location. This framework collapses caste completely with economic 
class. Without rejecting an overall correspondence between caste and class hierarchies, it 
is nonetheless essential to recognize complexity in the interrelationship between 
economic relations and social hierarchy in early modern Marwar. Institutions that were 
given sanction by custom and by practice provided a measure of protection and room for 
negotiation to members of non-elite castes.  
Custom was the pivot of local political life in early modern Marwar. Disputes, 
whether social or economic in nature, were resolved with reference to it. In its responses 
to petition after petition from its subjects, the crown cited a continuation of custom as the 
legal reasoning behind its pronouncements. Frequently, the implementation of these 
rulings was dependent on verification by local authorities of what the crown had 
adjudged as customary in that context. The crown’s rulings mentioned that if custom 
differed from that assumed customary by its judgment then it would reconsider its 
decision on the question. Departures from past practice whether by an individual, a local 
official, or by the crown could well be deemed illegitimate. A lack of precedence in any 
action or decree was seen as a violation of custom and could, on this basis, invite 
disapproval and challenges. 
It is important to recall, as noted by several historians, that custom was malleable, 
transmitted as it was by popular memory instead of being written down and cast in 
stone.950 When cited, custom carried the aura of immutability and this aura was 
paradoxically the foundation of the authority of ever-changing custom. In practice, the 
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customary was the arena of constant negotiation and modification, adapting to changes in 
the context within which it was set. Nonetheless, the crown’s responses to the array of 
social and economic disputes that came its way always referred to custom as the ultimate 
arbiter of right from wrong. 
This had direct bearing on the revenue regime. In the absence of uniformity in tax 
demand, custom defined the line that separated ‘just’ demands from ‘unjust’ ones. 
Extractions in excess of ‘customary’ levels could and were challenged by tax payers. 
Custom, thus, placed a limit upon the early modern Marwari crown’s, as well as the local 
elites’, ability to extract tax from subjects.  
The mutability of custom, however, also meant that this limit could keep shifting. 
Constant and vigilant resistance by the tailors, barbers, carpenters, leatherworkers, 
potters, and other artisanal and service groups in early modern Marwar sought to ensure 
that custom continued to be understood in a way that furthered their economic interests or 
at the very least, prevented a worsening of it. Many taxpayers from these communities 
may have lacked the wherewithal – the money, organization, or time away from work – 
needed to even initiate a petition to the crown and it is likely that such groups saw the 
setting of new precedents over time that entailed a loss of customary protections and 
rights. In the petitions challenging the violation of custom, however, it is possible to read 
the interconnections between caste hierarchy and the constant negotiation of highly labile 
custom. 
Corvée 
Local administrators, such as jagirdars, often attempted to extract increasing 




bear fruit, the affected parties frequently took their protests against unfair levels of begār 
extraction to the crown. The office of the hākim of Sambhar had a large amount of cloth 
dyed as begār by the local rangrejs (dyers). The rangrejs refused to accept this state of 
affairs and stood up in protest to demand ownership of the cloth they had dyed. When 
informed of the protest by its network of news informers (uvākā navīs), the crown 
deemed this demand legitimate and commanded local authorities to hand over the dyed 
cloth to the rangrejs and to demand an explanation from the officials concerned.951 The 
jagirdar of a village in Sojhat parganā ordered nāī Hira, of the same village, to send his 
wife over to his fortress to roll fresh roṭīs everyday. When the nāī resisted, the jagirdar 
threatened to force the nāī’s clients to stop hiring him. Faced with this difficult situation, 
nāī Hira petitioned the crown for help, citing the unprecedented nature of the jagirdar’s 
begār demand and his own hereditary claims over the circle of clients that he worked for. 
The crown ordered the jagirdar to withdraw his demand and to stop threatening the 
nāī.952 In 1777, the nāīs of Bilada town complained that local administrators were forcing 
them to plaster walls for the festivals of Holi and Diwali, make roṭīs for dogs and 
prisoners, and to give massages for free even though they had been exempted, thirteen 
years earlier, from all expectations to perform beṭh begār. In response to their petition, 
the crown ordered the local authorities to either reimburse the nāīs for their labor or not 
make these demands of them.953 In 1789, the nāīs of Maroth complained of 
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unprecedented begār demands and the crown reacted by ordering that these demands be 
revoked.954 Local administrators would frequently abuse their power and try to have their 
personal work done as begār or use crown property that was the product of begār labor as 
their own personal property. Such abuses of authority, if reported to the crown, met with 
punishments such as orders to reimburse the cost of the labor or goods consumed. The 
crown saw begār as a portion of the quantum of dues in cash and kind that each subject 
paid it or its representatives. As a result, some were exempted from the payment of 
certain local taxes if they performed begār labor for the crown.955 Conversely, it was 
possible for those whose taxes were deemed excessive to be excused from their begār 
obligations.956  Petitioners frequently challenged new or higher taxes on grounds that they 
already performed begār or vice versa, earning the crown’s support.957  
The Rathor crown, as mentioned above, was under extreme financial duress 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, facing military attacks and 
relentless demands for large amounts of tribute from the Marathas. The need to meet the 
growing fiscal demand created by the ceaseless war effort combined with the need to pay 
large tributes likely intensified the crown’s desire for the collection of all taxes in cash 
instead of kind.  By 1785, the crown had sent orders to its provincial administrators 
stating that none of the darbār’s (crown’s) work should be executed through begār.958 
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Despite this, some khātīs (carpenters) of Desuri complained that all the local officials – 
the hākim, kārkūn, potdār, and navīsad – had ganged up to collectively demand that they 
chop wood as begār for them. Upon receiving the khātīs’ complaint, the crown 
threatened to punish the officials if they persisted with their demands.959 The hākim, 
kārkūn, and other local officials in parganā Siwana forced the villagers to ferry lentil 
stocks upon their bullocks without paying them for the service. They claimed the work 
was begār. Upon receiving news of this, the crown ordered that the affected groups 
should be reimbursed at double the usual rate and re-iterated that no one should be able to 
get work done as beṭh begār.960 
Producers and their Clients 
The institution of virat mediated the relationship between the artisan or service 
provider on the one hand and the client, that is, the user of the goods or services they 
produced, on the other. Derived from the Sanskrit vṛttī961, or ‘profession’, virat denoted 
the clientele whose needs an artisanal or service caste household or group of households 
catered to. In theory, virats were hereditary – successive generations of the households 
that constituted a clientele continued to be served by the descendants of the same 
artisanal and service households. The attribution of heredity to this right imparted a 
measure of security to both producers and their clients. Each of the producers in a virat 
was a designated pāntīdār or shareholder, entitling his household to a share (pāntī) of its 
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total earnings.962 These earnings consisted mainly of collections made in cash from each 
of the households in the virat. Ḍhāḍhī Bera, from the community of musicians, and ḍholī 
Devo, a drummer, appealed to the crown for help when money from their respective 
virats did not reach them.963 Artisans and service groups paid a substantial sum to the 
local administration in order to establish a new virat under their control. Nāī Ahmed, a 
barber, paid 81 rupees to the local authorities in 1799 in order have his virat over a group 
of weavers in a Nagaur village recognized.964  
Not all disputes were successfully resolved through the crown’s mediation. One 
such clash unfolded over two decades. Despite an order from 1763 exempting the 
carpenters (khātīs) of Bilada from the payment of the vāchh virāḍ tax, a delegation of 
townsfolk (lok), including peasants, petitioned the crown to permit the continuing 
collection of this tax from carpenters, in accordance with what they claimed had always 
been the norm. Angered, the carpenters collectively struck work (eko kar kām chhoḍ 
baiṭha) on the area’s water-lifting araṭs (Persian wheels). The local kachaiḍi sided with 
the townsfolk, reporting to the crown that not only were the carpenters refusing to pay 
virāḍ but that they didn’t even have begār obligations as a legitimate excuse to escape the 
tax. The crown ruled against the carpenters of Bilada, ordering them to pay the tax and 
commanding a confiscation from them of the legal documents that they had based their 
struggle upon – a 1763 order by the provincial hākim and the crown’s own sanad from 
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1779 authorizing the group exempt from vāchh virāḍ tax. It denied the carpenters of all 
room for maneuver by instructing the local authorities to repress any attempt by the 
carpenters to come to Jodhpur to appeal the judgment. Meanwhile, the peasants had hired 
other carpenters to replace the ones who were on strike. The striking carpenters regularly 
harassed the ones who had taken their place, leading the crown to rule that carpenters be 
disciplined if they did not cease from troubling the new hires.965 
The institution stood as a defense against attempts by anyone, whether a client, a 
rival producer, or a member of the local elite, to dispossess an individual of his right to 
service his virat. In 1770, four tailors from a village in Nagaur parganā protested against 
the local jagirdar’s attempt to hand the entire village’s sewing work to another tailor 
whom the jagirdar had recently settled in the village. The four tailors had been forced out 
of the village by the jagirdar.966 When asked to intervene, the crown ruled against this 
departure from custom and dispatched an order to the jagirdar to resettle the four tailors 
in the village and to restore the village’s work to them. In another instance, the jagirdar 
and chaudharī of a village in Merta started to obstruct ḍholī (drummer) Savatiya from 
playing the drum at the weddings of the meghvāls in his vīrat, which spanned two 
villages. He complained to the crown, which ordered an inquiry and a just resolution to 
the issue.967 Balāī Ramla of a town in Nagaur complained to the crown when the local 
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jagirdari tried to forcibly hand over his virat, his circle of clients, to another balāī.968 The 
jagirdar of a village in Sojhat parganā attempted to coerce a nāī (barber) in his 
jurisdiction into sending his wife over to perform unremunerated labor (begār) or risk 
being dispossessed of half his virat.969 The nāī petitioned the crown for help. The crown 
deemed the jagirdar’s order illegitimate and instructed the local authorities to uphold the 
nāī’s customary claim on his virat.970 Similarly, some mahājans of Merta pargana settled 
a new nāī in their village and refused to assign any of their work to the nāīs of whose 
virat they already had been part.971  In response to the virat-holding nais’ petition, the 
crown ordered its local administration to restore the virat consisting of these mahājans to 
the nais.972  
The maintenance and protection of the virat could be a locus of organized 
political action for the members of a service caste, as indicated by the aforementioned 
disputes in response to which the affected producers banded together in defense of their 
economic interests. Such organized political action, however, could frequently turn 
factious within the local caste group, since the competition for virats pitted the economic 
interests of individuals against their caste fellows. Darji Karamchand set up shop in 
Kuchora village in Nagaur parganā. According to him, this was of his own accord but 
according to the darjis who were already resident in the village, he was settled there by 
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the local jagirdar who had used his authority to force them not only out of employment 
but even out of the village.973 Seen as an intruder upon their virat and thought to be 
enjoying the local jagirdar’s patronage, darjī Karamchand earned the wrath of the 
resident darjīs of the village.974 They coerced him into a written commitment, rendered 
his shop unusable by filling it with the jagirdar’s grain stocks, and tried to bully him into 
leaving their village. In 1770, Karamchand turned to the crown for help and the crown 
rewarded him with a defense of his right to live and work in the village as long as he was 
not intruding upon the existing darjīs’ virat.975 In 1780, nāī Natha’s son snatched away 
what had been a hereditary virat from nāī Jivan’s family.976 There were numerous other 
disputes among rival groups of nāīs over virats across Marwar in this period.977  
Conflict could arise when rival members of a family claimed sole inheritance of a 
virat. Ḍhāḍhī Ramchand, from a caste of musicians, found that while he was away in 
Malwa for a few years, his virat was usurped by his bhāibandh (kinsfolk).978 When nāī 
Hardev died without a male heir, a dispute over the inheritance of his virat arose between 
his son-in-law and two of his cousins sixth-removed. The two cousins asserted that they 
were members of the deceased Hardev’s bhāibandh and were willing to pay a due of 300 
rupees to the crown for the recognition of their claim over the virat as well as over 
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Hardev’s house.979 Hardev’s son-in-law, Gumana, challenged the cousins’ petition and 
argued that it was he who had borne the funereal expenses for Hardev.980 He pointed out 
that among nāīs, it was possible for a daughter to inherit her father’s house and virat. The 
crown ruled in favor of Gumana and declared that it was he who would inherit Hardev’s 
virat as well as his house.981 The mangtās, a community of professional alms-gatherers, 
of a village in Merta parganā found themselves in a conflict with their relatives who 
serviced adjacent villages when the latter accused them of intruding upon their virat. It 
was meghvāl households that formed the virats concerned. Despite an order from the 
provincial kachaiḍī, the dispute persisted and the matter reached the crown.982 Two 
nephews of nāī Nanaga were drawn into a battle over the inheritance of his virat after he 
died without a male heir. Claiming that Nanaga had adopted his son before he died, a 
nephew of his swiftly took over his virat and possessions. Another nephew’s wife 
challenged this, saying that Nanaga never performed any of the public rituals associated 
with adoption for this putative adoptee and that there were no witnesses to it. The dispute 
reached the crown, which ruled that if no evidence of the adoption could be found, the 
virat should be handed over to the second nephew’s wife, who was Nanaga’s descendant 
along the male line.983 The dispute dragged on for more than two years.984 There are 
multiple cases of disputes arising out of competition for the same virat.985 
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Being part of a virat also protected the interests of the consumers who could, for 
instance, protest against any attempt by producers to unilaterally modify the customary 
terms of their virat arrangement. The mahājans of Merta were able to persuade the crown 
to order the kachaiḍi of Merta to renew the terms of their virat relationship with local 
barbers.986 The mahājans insisted that for the virat relationship to remain intact, the 
barbers would have to commit to not adding even a single barber more to their fold.987 In 
one case, the consumers decided to defend the interests of the nāī in whose virat they 
were. When a rival group of nāīs tried to encroach upon nāī Ahmed’s virat, the julāvās 
(weavers) in that virat complained to the crown and bolstered Ahmed’s case with 
evidence supporting his holding of the virat.988 In 1764, the nāīs of Sojhat refused to 
service the khālpīyās, a caste of leatherworkers, even though they had customarily done 
so. In this case, too, the crown ruled in favor of precedence and ordered the nāīs to 
continue to shave (hajāmat) the khālpīyās of Sojhat as they always had.989  
Virat, then, was a contract between the producers of non-agricultural goods and 
services and their clients. Institutionalized by custom and upheld by the state, this 
contract was fluid and could be amended, formally or informally, from time to time with 
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the consent of both parties. Occasionally, the parties and terms of the virat agreement 
were recorded in a written contract such as that between the mahājans and barbers of 
Merta which dated back to 1747 and whose terms were renewed twenty-four years later 
at the mahājans’ behest with the crown’s support.990 Similarly, nāī Jivan’s family had 
written proof of their claims over a virat in a village in Merta.991 Like any other contract, 
the virat was re-negotiable and its terms could be modified over time based on changes in 
the relative bargaining power of the producers and clients involved. It was heritable, 
transferable, and even alienable. Jhāḍūkas (sweeper) Sukhiya’s uncle pawned his virat to 
two other jhāḍukases and later, his father transferred ownership of the virat to them.992 
There is plenty of evidence in the above rulings of the crown that belies the stasis 
that virat’s hereditary nature and customary basis may otherwise indicate. There are 
numerous instances, recounted above, of the slightest weakness on the part of the 
producer being exploited by consumers to better their terms or by rival producers to 
expand their own client-base at the expense of existing producers. There is also evidence 
of local elites using their authority to try to replace existing producers with their own 
favorites. In the cases that did make it before the crown and thus, into its records, the 
virat-holder’s rights or that of his rightful heirs were always upheld. It is very likely that 
a large number of individual producers or their heirs, belonging as they did to low-ranked 
service castes, could not muster the resources or the support of local caste-fellows that 
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was necessary to pursue their claims judicially. There also are multiple instances of 
artisans and service-providers leaving their virats in search of greener pastures. Nandita 
Sahai suggests that by the end of the eighteenth century, virat shares had become 
monetized and alienable.993 Virat was a protector against the instabilities of an entirely 
free market of labor but not one that was so impervious to change – whether in the terms 
of the relationship or the parties involved – that it froze relations between producers and 
consumers of these services or the labor mobility for generations.  
This picture of production and exchange in early modern Marwar departs from 
existing ideas about jajmānī relations and village servants. For long, historians and 
anthropologists have accepted the idea that in pre-colonial, “traditional” South Asia, 
custom created hereditary bonds between landholding, patron families (jajmāns) and 
families of their clients, suppliers of goods and services. This relationship was supported 
by custom and dictated that a fixed share from the patrons’ agricultural harvest was to be 
handed over to client families of artisans and servicemen. In this model, the artisans and 
servicemen exchanged goods and services locally among themselves to meet their own 
non-food needs. Historical evidence from pre-colonial western Deccan, however, does 
not fit into this model. There, it was the village as a whole that was responsible for the 
payment of shares of its collective agricultural output to artisanal and service households. 
The patron-client relationship in this region was between the village as a whole on the 
one hand and households of artisans and service groups, including village officials such 
as the headman and the accountant, on the other. The service and artisanal households 
employed and paid by the whole village called bālūtedārs. 
                                                       




The evidence from Marwar does not fit into either the conventional jajmānī model 
or that of the bālūtedars. “Virat” denoted a claim, held by a producer of goods or 
services, over a defined body of households that were his clients. This claim, unlike 
jajmānī or bālūtedārī relations, did not require that one party in the relationship control 
foodgrain production. The conventional jajmānī model envisions a situation in which 
each landholding family emerges as the locus for dependent families of artisans and 
service providers, a point around which the dependents clustered. In Marwar, the picture 
that emerges is one of criss-crossing bonds – not only between landholding and myriad 
artisanal and service groups but also between members of the artisanate and service 
professions. Leatherworkers could be the patrons of barbers, for instance. Secondly, the 
honor that is evoked by the term “jajmān” is not echoed by any terms of address in the 
operation of virat and, in fact, there is no specific term to designate the ‘patrons’ or 
consumers in the virat relationship. The economic and political asymmetry that is implied 
by the terms ‘jajmān’ and ‘patron’ in the historiographical and anthropological literature 
on exchange relations in pre-modern rural South Asia does not hold in the case of 
Marwar. While there were many cases of exchange relations between producers and 
consumers in which the latter held the upper hand, the institution of virat did not function 
as the mediator of hierarchical relationships. Rather than ‘patrons’, the households that 
purchased non-agricultural goods and services were clients or customers. It was only 
from their richer or more powerful customers that artisans and service castes expected 
behaviour befitting of the title ‘patron’. Evidence from Marwar indicates that the virat 




nature would initially indicate. Information from early modern Marwar, then, echoes the 
growing historiographical dissonance with the idea of a uniform jajmānī system.  
What is common, however, to virat and to the jajmānī construct is the role of 
custom in upholding exchange relations and their terms. Critics of the idea of the jajmānī 
system have highlighted the absence of a single, uniform system and have criticized the 
colonial provenance of the construct. The literature that questions the jajmānī system 
opens up a problem – how does one reconcile evidence from across the subcontinent of 
customary relationships between producers and consumers, even if these exhibit variation 
in form from the prototypical jajmānī model, with the idea that the very concept of 
jajmānī and its customary underpinnings is intrinsic to the Orientalist imagining of a 
changeless ‘traditional’ India?  
I argue, on the basis of information from early modern Marwar, that there is a 
need to question the easy elision of the difference between the customary and the ritual or 
religious that underlies earlier conceptions of jajmānī. The customary was not always 
constituted by scriptural prescriptions. Custom was being constantly re-shaped by 
localized struggles and negotiations between ordinary actors -- without any reference to 
religious prescriptions or practice -- and this placed the customary firmly in the domain 
of political life.994 It was usages and precedents as they evolved over time in the context 
of ever-changing economic, ecological, and demographic forces that determined what 
was customary in each locality, not interpretations or applications of religious precepts. 
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Indeed, many jajmānī-type features are observable in early modern Marwar. For 
instance, there are many instances of members of service and artisanal communities 
receiving a share of a household’s harvest, implicitly in return for services performed. 
Artisanal and service households, including brāhmaṇs, claimed a fixed share of the food 
served at feasts at their clients’ households, over and above remuneration, in cash or kind, 
for their labor. Artisans and service castes, including brāhmaṇs, expected a share of the 
food served at communal feasts (jīmaṇ) hosted by the families that employed them. Dola, 
the headman (mehtar) of oilpressers in Parbatsar town, complained to the crown when the 
local mahājans stopped giving the oilpressers a share (kāṃsā) from their communal 
feasts. The crown, as usual, ruled in favor of customary practice, ordering the mahājans  
to continue sharing the customary servings of food from their feasts with the 
oilpressers.995  
Ritual specialists, such as brāhmaṇs, chāraṇs, bhāṭs, and from some caste groups, 
non-brahmanical ritualists such as atīts, jāchaks and baḍvās, received shares of feasts or 
cash gifts. The nāīs of Nagaur town served a share of their communal feasts to a local 
atīt.996 In 1799, there was a dispute among the darjīs (tailors) of Nagaur over whether to 
continue paying a small sum as dāpo to jāchaks whenever there was a wedding in their 
community. A handful among them refused to pay the jāchaks any longer while others 
insisted upon the continuation of the payment.997 On festive occasions, provincial 
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administrations distributed 4 ṭakās to nagārchīs (drummers).998 For instance, Not only 
artisans and service groups but local administrators and members of their retinues also 
collected shares from communal feasts hosted by the relatively better-off households in 
their jurisdictions. The crown frowned upon this practice and whenever its subjects 
complained of being harassed by such demands of shares from their feasts, the crown 
ordered their immediate discontinuation. The crown got wind of its provincial 
employees’ habitual collection of cooked and uncooked foodstuff as well as cash at feasts 
organized by brāhmaṇ, mahājan, jāṭ, and other households in Koliya parganā. Noting 
that such collections angered its subjects, the crown ordered the hākim, kārkūn, odhādār, 
chākars, chaukīdār and other employees of the kachaiḍī of the parganā to stop attending 
communal feasts in their jurisdiction.  
For more vulnerable groups, battles to hold on to these perquisites could get 
pitched. Brāhmaṇ Sujo’s family hosted two feasts for their local caste-fellows on the 
occasion of a cousin’s wedding, one in which they served khichḍī and one in which they 
served khīr. At the first feast, of khichḍī, the brāhmaṇ family did not distribute the 
customary two shares from it to local bhāmbhīs. The bhāmbhīs then demanded extra 
shares, a total of four, from the second feast as compensation for not receiving what was 
due to them from the first one. The brāhmaṇs refused to comply, leading the bhāmbhīs to 
adopt more assertive means to get their due. The bhāmbhīs occupied brāhmaṇ Sujo’s 
well, choking his fields of water supply. The brāhmaṇ refused to back down and, instead, 
turned to the crown for help. He complained that the wheat crop that stood on his land 
                                                       





was drying up for want of irrigation. The crown ordered the local administrators to 
forcibly disband the protesting bhāmbhīs and prevent them from occupying the 
brāhmaṇ’s well.999 
In another instance, failure to honor the customary perquisites of an artisanal or 
service caste was met with stubborn protest. Jāṭs Aidaan and Doliya were part of khātī 
(carpenter) Tinku’s āth1000, another term for virat. They hosted the wedding festivities of 
three daughters of their household but did not give even a cowrie (kauḍī), the lowest 
denomination of currency, to the khātī. The khātī was so affronted by this that he stopped 
working for them. The jāṭs responded by complaining to the provincial kachaiḍī of the 
khātī’s reneging on his work commitments to them. The khātī was summoned by the 
kachaiḍī and fined ten rupees. He refused to pay the fine, arguing that it was he who had 
been wronged. The case was forwarded to the crown that then ruled that if the jāṭs’ 
failure had been a violation of their customary responsibility to the khātī, the fine on the 
khātī should be waived. On the other hand, if the jāṭs’ behaviour was found to be in 
conformity with what had been customary in their relationship with the khātī, the latter 
ought to be ordered to return to work for them.1001 
All of which underscores the point that custom was constituted not by religious 
scripture or ritual injunctions but by the everyday struggles of ordinary political subjects. 
The jajmānī paradigm lends itself to a structural functionalist conception of pre-modern 
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South Asian society, one in which a hierarchical redistribution of resources and allocation 
of ritual roles among practitioners of different occupations imparted stability and 
coherence to a self-sufficient village communities. Contrary to this, a study of the 
struggles over the terms of virat relationships indicates that the rights and perquisites of 
artisanal and service groups owed little to in-built systemic or structural tendency towards 
redistribution. Instead, local elites tended towards shirking their obligations towards 
artisanal and service groups and if the latter failed to put up a fight, they lost the rights 
and perquisites that they had earlier held. 
 Further, Nandita Sahai shows that the last decades of the eighteenth century saw a 
dilution of custom, despite artisanal protest and petitions. She ascribes this to the extreme 
fiscal duress that the Rathor state came under by that time, forcing it to raise taxes and 
exactions upon its laboring poor.1002 
Status and Mobility 
Precedents and past practice were central in determining the behavior, dress, and 
other signifiers of social rank permitted to members of different social strata. The weight 
accorded to custom in determining the place of a family or a group in the local social 
order created a pivot on which attempts at occupational and by extension, social, mobility 
could be hinged. People, individually and in groups, moved across occupational 
boundaries, often to professions that promised better economic returns or a higher social 
standing. Communities could gradually leverage their way into a higher position into the 
local order by using an improvement in economic position to re-negotiate custom. This 
could be achieved with or without a change in occupation. For those who could wield 
                                                       




nothing more than a small plot of land or an artisanal skill, the odds of being able to pull 
off a shift higher up the local social hierarchy were slim. For those who had nothing more 
than unskilled labor to sell, such as castes of sweepers and landless nomads, it was near 
impossible to engineer such a change in their own social position. The room for 
maneuver, though not available to all, created a fractious polity with localized struggles 
over public and ritual expressions of social rank, attempts to change occupation, and, as 
demonstrated in earlier chapters, efforts to create social distance from those who until 
then could have been neighbors, clients, or participants in shared ritual practices. 
Julāvā (weaver) Nuriya apprenticed with (cholo rahyo) chūḍīgar Dikhni and 
learnt the bangle-making trade (chūḍī chīraṇ ro kīsab sīkhīyo). The apprentice, however, 
fell out with his master and moved away to another town where he started making 
bangles. When his master heard of this, he complained to the local kachaiḍī, which 
imprisoned Nuriya for two months for practicing the trade without his master’s blessing. 
A panch (council) of bangle-makers was held and it ruled that if Nuriya paid his master 
75 rupees, he could legitimately start practicing the bangle-making trade. Still angry, 
Nuriya’s master ordered him to stop making bangles even after taking the panch-
prescribed settlement from him. Nuriya then asked the crown for help and in 1771 it ruled 
that the two men ought to settle their differences so that Nuriya could go ahead and 
become a bangle-maker with his master’s formal assent (rajāmandī).1003 The crown does 
not exhibit anything other than monetary interest in regulating the professional mobility. 
Almost thirty years later, in 1799, the crown deviated from its earlier disinterest in 
policing occupational boundaries. It now commanded its subordinates in Sojhat parganā 
                                                       




to fine any chūḍīgar who taught the trade to a person with no bangle-making ancestors 
the rather steep amount of 500 rupees. Even to teach bangle-making to their own sons, 
each bangle-maker was to pay 11 rupees to the crown before initiating the apprenticeship. 
In its order, the crown refers to a decree from 1705, in the possession of the chūḍīgars, 
that instituted this rule. Clearly, if such a rule had earlier existed, it was not uniformly 
implemented, as indicated by the case of the weaver from Didwana who learnt and 
practiced bangle-making without his master paying a fine. With the turn of the century 
bringing much economic hardship to the region, it appears that it was the banglemakers 
who initiated a closing of ranks and pressured the crown to throw its punitive abilities 
behind the effort. 
The khatrī chhīṃpās (fabric printers) of Merta appealed to the crown in 1787 for 
permission to enter the trade of dying cloth using a pigment, carthamus red, extracted 
from safflowers (kasubā rī rangat). They offered to pay a sukrāṇā (tribute) of 5 rupees 
per household to the crown in exchange for the right. The crown ordered that the 
permission should be granted but that the sukrāṇā amount should be affixed with 
reference to each household’s means, implying that it would likely be more than the five 
rupees offered by the chhīmpās. It warned the provincial kachaiḍī that if it failed to 
collect as much as possible from each chhīṃpā household then the community would not 
be permitted to start practicing the rangrej’s (dyers’) trade.1004 A year later, the rangrejs 
(dyers) of Pali parganā came to the crown for help. They argued that the khatrī chhīṃpās 
of the area had always specialized only in the techniques of tie-and-dye (bāndhaṇu 
                                                       





bāndhaṇ) and the dying of cloth using red pigment extracted from the sappanwood plant 
(āl). The dyers protested that these khatrī chhīṃpās had gained the local kachaiḍī’s 
permission, in exchange for the payment of a sukrāṇā, to start dying with kasubā 
(carthamus red). Not only was this a departure from the existing division of dying work 
between the two groups but it was the rangrejs who bore a tax that had recently been 
instituted upon the purchase of safflowers. Despite its earlier ruling permitting the khatrī 
chhīṃpās to start using carthamus red, the crown now ruled that this was a departure 
from past practice. It now commanded the kachaiḍī to ensure that the two groups 
practiced their own trades as they “always” had. It also ordered the abolition of the tax 
upon the purchase of safflowers.1005 
In other cases, the crown could be the motor behind occupational changes. In 
1787, the crown announced that the caste of hamāls, or porters, would be the only ones 
authorized to weigh goods on behalf of the crown. This occupation, kayālī, had until then 
been practiced by the kayāl community, but the crown now forbade them from it, 
ordering the Nagaur kachaiḍī to prevent anyone other than the hamāls from the wielding 
weighing scales.1006 Within a couple of weeks, however, the crown reversed its decision, 
declaring that only the kayāls and no one else was to practice kayālī.1007 It also 
commanded the hamāls to continue being porters, declaring that the provincial kachaiḍī 
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would not tolerate their demands for higher wages.1008 While in this case, the porters 
were unable to engineer an occupational shift, the crown’s orders demonstrate that with 
its support, such shifts were possible. 
In addition, there existed communities such as the luhār khātīs (blacksmith-
carpenters), jaṭīyā kuṃbhārs (leathworker-potters) and other hybrid groups whose names 
indicated that they had, over time, started to practice trades generally associated with 
distinct caste groups.1009 This indicates that the relationship between caste and occupation 
was much more fluid and also complex than simplistic notions of caste society might 
otherwise allow. 
Those who were allowed to display them cherished markers of social rank. 
Communities fought off attempts at denying them such markers, while those that were 
prohibited from adopting them waged persistent struggles to establish their right to do so. 
Weddings were occasions for the display of such markers of social and economic status. 
In particular, for the bridegrooms of a local caste group to be able to lead his wedding 
procession astride a horse was seen as a symbol of high social status. Numerous struggles 
over this right are inscribed in the historical record. A delegation of mochis (shoemakers) 
from Phalodhi came to the crown to complain that grooms from their community had 
always ridden horses as they, along with the rest of their parties, entered the bride’s 
village or town. Very recently, a provincial crown official, the hākim, had prevented a 
mochī groom from doing so even though the community had customarily enjoyed the 
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right.1010 The crown responded by ordering the local kachaiḍī to verify the mochīs’ claim 
to this right. It remains unclear in whose favor the matter was finally resolved. A few 
years later, in 1780, goldsmith (sunār) Girdhariya asked the crown to intervene when the 
mahājans of his village in Desuri parganā prevented the grooms of his community from 
riding a horse during their wedding festivities. The sunārs were defiant and one spring 
evening in 1780, one of them mounted a horse and tied a toraṇ on his wedding day. The 
mahājans responded to this defiance by collectively declaring that they would no longer 
commission any work from the sunārs nor lend them any money. Facing an economic 
boycott by a group that dominated most lines of credit and was an important source of 
business for them, the goldsmiths sent a representative to ask the crown for help. The 
crown ordered the local administration to resolve the matter in a way that was in keeping 
with past practice in the village. It ordered an end to all hostilities in the interim.1011 In 
1809, The sālvīs (weavers) of Jalor insisted that their grooms from their community had 
always worn gold chains at their weddings. Now, the local elites were preventing them 
from doing so, forcing the sālvīs to take the matter before the crown. Once more, the 
crown ruled that if they had always enjoyed this right then no objections to their 
exercising it were to be entertained. For future reference, the crown ordered that a written 
copy of the order should be retained by its record keepers before it was handed over to 
the sālvīs.1012 
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Most remarkable, however, is the appeal placed before the crown by the 
brāhmaṇs of Bithora village in Sojhat parganā. They, too, argued that whenever there 
was a wedding in their community, the groom mounted a horse and tied a toraṇ. 
Recently, their mahājan neighbors had started to quarrel with them over this, ordering 
them to not do so. The crown ordered, as it had with reference to the others’ complaints, 
that if the brāhmaṇs’ grooms had customarily ridden horses during their wedding 
festivities, then they should be allowed to continue to do so. It ordered the kachaiḍī to put 
an end to any quarrel that was rooted in a departure from custom.1013 For brāhmaṇs to be 
denied the display of social status is a sure indication that ritual rank in itself had little to 
do with a caste group’s position in the local social hierarchy. Information about 
occupational mobility and contentious displays of rank, then, reinforces the argument 
that, in practice, caste and struggles over social location were not guided by the 
prescriptions of brahmanical religious texts or ideas of purity and pollution. Further, the 
role of mahājans, acting as a group, in preventing members of other communities display 
signs of elite status points to their dominance in local hierarchies and their attempts to 
preserve their exclusive control over markers of high status. 
This body of evidence contradicts sociological theories of pre-modern South 
Asian society. M.N. Srinivas’ theory of Sanskritization, for instance, presents pre-
colonial South Asia as functionally integrated, its structure absorbing economic, political, 
or demographic change through accommodation into caste hierarchy. Based on 
ethnographic work in Mysore, Srinivas argued that in pre-modern South Asia, a caste 
                                                       





group that had experienced an improvement in its economic or political standing would 
imitate the lifestyle and customs of a higher caste in order to achieve a higher status for 
itself. This idea assumed that brāhmaṇs, who presumably followed scriptural 
prescriptions most closely, were at the pinnacle of the caste hierarchy and so the rest of 
society oriented its emulative actions towards them. In this manner, adherence to 
brahmanical practices and scriptural prescriptions trickled down from social superiors, 
integrating the social order. Over time, the theory has been adapted to accommodate the 
social dominance of Rājpūts or kṣatrīyas, thus retro-fitting the Sanskritization model for 
application to other regions. Srinivas saw this feature of caste hierarchy, Sanskritization, 
as the reason for the “essentially tolerant and pluralistic” nature of Hinduism.1014 For him, 
the “caste system was the institutional basis for tolerance and a pluralistic cultural 
universe,” since it allowed, even expected, each caste to maintain its own distinct 
culture.1015 For Srinivas, then, non-ritual dominance was the basis of the perpetuation and 
persistence of a ritually-grounded social order. 
In early modern Marwar, however, while the emulation of the social behavior 
of local elites is discernible, neither those behaviors nor the tendency towards imitating 
them had any basis in ritual prescriptions or religious practice. While Srinivas’ 
observations of the role of imitation in negotiating upward mobility were astute, the 
connection that he drew between the behavior of social elites and brahmanical norms is 
tenuous. In pre-colonial Marwar, at least, the behaviors that were being imitated included 
                                                       







such markers of social rank as the right for the bridegrooms of a community to ride 
horses, to wear precious metals such as gold, and for the women to cover their heads. 
These were locally-derived codes of high status groups. Ritual precepts, such as the idea 
of pollution, when invoked, were instruments of separation and not integration. The 
functionalist and integrative conception of caste in pre-colonial South Asia, as proposed 
by Sanskritization, does not correspond with information from early modern Marwar. 
Louis Dumont’s idea of encompassment1016, of the religious sphere entirely 
subsuming the economic, the political and the social in ‘traditional’ South Asia, has long 
been under siege by historians and anthropologists. As indicated in the foregoing pages, 
political struggles, judicial decisions, economic actions, and social relationships in early 
modern Marwar could be and were conducted without reference to religious prescription. 
Many a historian has studied early modern history without drawing from 
anthropological models that assign primacy to the ritual domain. Most of these have 
tended to present early modern South Asian society as a struggle between the 
economically, politically, and socially dominant elite and the relentlessly dispossessed, 
marginalized and exploited non-elite. For these historians, there is, in effect, no 
distinction between caste and class and the march of time only brings the student of the 
past closer and closer to the implosion of the unsustainably exploitative early modern 
South Asian polity. 
Conclusion 
The picture that emerges from early modern Marwar points towards an idea of 
caste that is different from that presented by these theories of social hierarchy in pre-
                                                       




modern South Asia. It was neither complete dispossession at the hands of the ruling elite 
and dominant castes that defined social hierarchy nor reference exclusively to religious 
precepts. Information about taxes, land, and labor demonstrates that material 
underpinnings of elite status. But there also is evidence of social institutions and of a 
political discourse of custom that could offset, even if to a limited extent, the dominance 
of the elite. Caste was a form of political community, intervening in political life by 
speaking the language of custom. This meant that a caste group could re-negotiate its 
place in the local social order by channeling its political resources into re-defining locally 
constituted custom and by gaining the crown’s recognition of the same. For most groups, 
except those completely lacking economic and political resources, caste hierarchy was 
dynamic and responsive to change.  
The peculiar quality of custom, its apparent changelessness but real mutability, 
produced a polity that was given to disputes, in all of which political authority, vested in 
the crown, played the role of the ultimate arbiter. The crown was the authority to which 
individual subjects or local bodies of caste groups appealed for help when local 
apparatuses, such as the caste council (panch) or provincial administration, failed to 
resolve their complaints. In order to adjudicate these matters, the crown always referred 
to past practice and not once sought the prescriptions of brahmanical texts or any other 
religious authority.  
The persistence of custom in guiding political and legislative action in the 
domains of taxation, the exchange of non-agricultural goods and services, and status 
symbols stands at odds with the historical processes described in chapters two, three, and 




practices, and patterns of everyday life, doing so without bothering to turn to the 
authority of custom. Instead, they framed their petitions, and the state justified its 
decrees, concerning elite exclusivity and its cultural markers with reference to ethics. 
These ethics upheld austerity, the protection of non-human life and appended 
vegetarianism to pre-existing conceptions of the ‘purity’ that defined elite caste status. 
The merchants legitimized their petitions demanding policies of segregation, 
discrimination, and marginalization in spatial, social, economic, and ritual domains by 
invoking ethics (dharma). The merchant castes demanded, for ethical reasons, the 
maintenance of the ritual cleanliness and status that they claimed was due to them as 
sharers of elite, Hindu status with brāhmaṇs. These findings about the persistence of 
custom in other domains of law and politics demonstrate the novelty of the petitions and 





Reading the legislative archive of the eighteenth-century Rathor state in the 
broader context of early modernity, this dissertation argues that Marwari merchants used 
the state’s legislative authority to forge an exclusive community of elites around the loci 
of Krishna worship, vegetarianism, austerity, and ritual purity in the service of a novel, 
explicitly ‘Hindu’ identity. It shows that this early modern Hindu community defined 
itself in with reference to the untouchable and not to the Muslim qua Muslim, By 
emphasizing the centrality of locally-constituted caste hierarchies in the definition of the 
early modern Hindu community, the dissertation offers a new perspective on the history 
of ‘communal’ identities in pre-colonial South Asia, one that demonstrates the centrality 
of caste in the imagination, construction, and operation of religious community in the 
early modern past. In doing so, it challenges currently dominant approaches that conceive 
of pre-modern religious identity within a binary ‘Hindu-Muslim’ frame, leaving out the 
social while working with the idea of a discrete ‘religious’ domain. 
That said, the dissertation demonstrates that eighteenth-century Marwar saw the 
consolidation of a singular, self-conscious Hindu identity through a process that also saw 
a conflation of Muslim identity with an umbrella ‘Untouchable’ one. Does this 
dissertation then offer a “pre-history of ‘communalism?’” Christopher Bayly, in an article 
written three decades ago, used the phrase to argue that in the mid-eighteenth century, the 
towns of north India experienced violent conflict ‘along communal lines’ between 
Hindus and Muslims.1017 Bayly is careful to note the difference between violent conflict 
over religious symbols, rites, and practices and those incidents in which a unified 
                                                       




religious identity, imagined as coinciding with shared social, political, and economic life, 
took center stage.1018 He notes that the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were 
witness to incidents of both types. Yet, Bayly asserts, the instances even of communal 
conflict that he recounts in his essay are not in themselves indicative of the emergence of 
a broader communal consciousness, of a monolithic Hindu, Muslim, or Sikh communal 
identity in the period.1019 Bayly is careful to note that tendencies towards the 
consolidation of religious identity were countered in this period by the persistence of 
more eclectic religious practice in rural areas, by the vitality of pluralistic, heterodox 
religious movements, and by the imperatives of attracting and retaining military labor. 
Pre-colonial South Asia remained “a predominantly syncretic culture.”1020 
While rejecting the term ‘communalism,’ a term whose particular meaning and 
application in the South Asian context is intertwined with the later construction of the 
colonial state, this dissertation pushes against the limits that Bayly places upon his own 
argument.1021 That is, contrary to his insistence that instances of ‘communal’ violence did 
not indicate the broader consolidation of a singular religious consciousness, this 
dissertation suggests that such a process was underway with respect at least to Hindu 
identity by the latter half of the eighteenth century. An observation that Bayly makes with 
respect to the issue, of the role of Vaishnav and Jain mercantile groups from Rajasthan as 
champions of anti-Muslim action in instances of conflict, highlights the trans-regional 
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significance of the changes demonstrated by this dissertation.1022 The Hindu identity 
whose eighteenth-century articulation this dissertation establishes is one in which caste 
was central, in contradistinction to the trans-caste Hindu community that came to be 
defined in opposition primarily to the Muslim in the course of colonial rule. If taken as 
part of the longer history of the construction of a Hindu religious identity in opposition to 
the Muslim, this dissertation also underscores the significance of elite status in the 
definition of early modern Hindu identity, an insistence upon which became downplayed 
by the twentieth century. 
Further, setting aside both the currently influential view of a fluid collection of 
porous communities as well as the older but still persistent characterization of pre-
modern India as consisting of an assemblage of fixed social groupings organized by ritual 
hierarchy, this dissertation demonstrates how an ascendant, economically powerful social 
group banded together to craft a new communal identity by successfully channeling the 
state’s authority. I offer in the process, a fine-grained, material history of caste in pre-
modern South Asia.  
By the eighteenth century, Marwari merchants enjoyed a preeminent position in 
subcontinental trade and finances, building upon the unprecedented global trade, fiscal 
flows, and integration that characterized early modernity. The Mughal Empire had 
introduced improvements in transport infrastructure and knit the subcontinent together 
politically and economically, permitting higher levels of mobility and circulation. The 
collapse of the Mughal Empire only strengthened the hands of men of money. Their 
                                                       





credit networks spanned well beyond Marwar itself, their grip strengthened by various 
subcontinental rulers’ needs for funds to support the constant warfare that followed the 
eighteenth-century disintegration of the Mughal Empire. In Marwar, successive Rathor 
kings had begun to lean heavily upon men of trade for the execution of administrative 
responsibility. By the eighteenth century, mercantile groups and to some extent brahmans 
dominated both central and provincial administration in Marwar. Meanwhile, since the 
seventeenth century, an ascendant religious movement, prescribing devotion towards the 
Krishna avatar of the Vedic deity Vishnu, gained adherents in Marwar, its sects winning a 
large following among both the rich and the poor. The eighteenth century, however, saw 
efforts to cleanse Krishnite communities in Marwar of their more heterodox practices and 
‘low’ caste followers. The dissertation suggests that Marwari merchants leveraged their 
economic might, political sway, and governmental authority to intervene decisively in 
these struggles. By making Krishna devotion the bedrock of a new communal identity, 
one that self-identified as ‘Hindu’ and defined itself in opposition to the achhep (literally, 
‘untouchable’), a domain inhabited by ‘low’ castes and Muslims, the merchants forged a 
new social order defined by cultural markers. 
These merchants also relied upon, and allied themselves with, members of the 
region’s elite – brahmans and to an extent, rajputs, including most significantly Mahārājā 
Vijay Singh – who shared a commitment to Krishnite devotional sects. The dissertation 
suggests that royal authority, attenuated by fiscal and military challenges and rebellious 
nobles, became instrumental in the merchants’ efforts to delineate a ‘Hindu’ domain 
through ritual, social, spatial, and economic segregation. Significantly, neither the 




the creation of these new boundaries. Instead, the historical record reflects a turn to 
claims of ethics and ritual purity as guiding principles for legislative action, marking the 
universalization of private ethics into state-sanctioned public norms. In addition to 
marginalizing “untouchables,” the merchants elevated a new ethic of non-violence that 
was manifested in a state-supported campaign to outlaw non-vegetarianism and 
stigmatize meat-eating communities. For members of this elite, Hindu domain, these 
efforts towards social exclusivity translated into increased moral policing and sexual 
regulation at the hands of the state and community. 
 The dissertation intervenes in the scholarly conversation about caste and the 
brahmanical scriptural prescriptions that often claimed to order it. By turning to the early 
modern history of caste as everyday practice, it shows that an unchanging set of scriptural 
norms did not by themselves dictate a caste-ordered society or even the ideological frame 
of brahmanism. Instead, early modern historical actors assembled new expressions of 
authority and community built on economic dominance, political influence, and sectarian 
identity. The dissertation’s discussion of the ascendance, in the eighteenth century, of 
vegetarianism as an ethical and religious principle essential for ritual purity shows that 
brahmanism itself was subject to historical transformation. The growing emphasis on 
austerity, moderation, and temperance as values, too points to a shift in the norms of elite 
behavior, expressed in ethical terms. The dissertation points to the ascendance of a 
mercantile code, replacing that of the rajput and modifying that of the brahman, as an 
elite model of behavior to be imitated by all those seeking to assert higher social status. 
So far, scholarly writing on untouchability in the pre-modern past has remained 




contemplates the putative marginality of the untouchable. This dissertation places the 
figure of the untouchable, and the social groups that constituted this category, at the 
center of struggles over social rank and identity in early modern South Asia. It offers a 
history of the pre-modern construction and practice of untouchability and its relationship 
with law and local politics. 
This dissertation brings to the fore the role of merchants in the political life of 
eighteenth-century Marwar, highlighting their role at court, in government, and in 
everyday negotiations in the towns and villages of the region. Existing scholarly work on 
merchants in early modern South Asia studies their trading activity or analyses the 
relationship between them and the state. This dissertation builds upon past studies of 
mercantile activity in early modern South Asia to examine the effect upon society of 
increasing merchant participation in government. For, in eighteenth-century Marwar, 
there emerged a situation in which men from mercantile families also held governmental 
authority in the form of offices in central and provincial administration. This was in 
addition to the sway they held as moneylenders to landed elites, the rajput nobility, and 
to the king himself. In eighteenth-century Marwar, the line separating trade and 
government, or that between merchant and state, had become a blurred one. As 
mentioned earlier, the merchants of Marwar cornered in the course of the eighteenth 
century a vast chunk of the Indian subcontinent’s market in money.  
Early modern processes – the establishment of the Mughal Empire, the 
construction of infrastructure, the drive towards geographical integration, both 
subcontinental and global, the growing traffic in goods and the flow of money – had 




The collapse of Mughal Empire saw these groups take advantage of the need for a range 
of fiscal services to rise to prominence as creditors across the subcontinent. Within 
Marwar, the merchants’ command over accounts and letters had facilitated their entry 
into state bureaucracy and ministerial positions by the seventeenth century. With the 
collapse of the Mughal state, new processes of state formation in Marwar saw an even 
greater reliance upon men from mercantile castes for the execution of governmental 
work. The dissertation highlights the effects of the role of merchants as bureaucrats and 
administrators, complicating our conception of the state-society and state-merchant 
interfaces. The incorporation of merchants into administration, by design, eroded and 
even rivaled the authority of the old, landed, rajput elite whose claims to status and 
power rested on genealogical descent. Rathor rulers’ efforts to counter the entrenched 
rājput elite and the ideological basis of their power paved the way for mercantile 
involvement in government. In delineating these changes and demonstrating their effects 
upon social life and local politics, this dissertation raises questions about the social and 
political roles of other groups that benefitted from an expanding state bureaucracy in the 
early modern period in other parts of South Asia, such as brahmans, kāyasths and khatrīs.  
Further, the information presented in this dissertation points to the rise of a 
bureaucratic state, taking the history of state-society relations in early modern South Asia 
beyond the study of the interventions of the king or his court. Rather, the dissertation 
points to the the activities of provincial administrators and the role played by their ties 
and networks in determining the unfolding of local conflicts and the implementation of 
orders. The surveillance capabilities of the state too emerge in sharp relief, pointing to an 




in the supply and flow of information. The picture that emerges is of a state with a 
complicated and large bureaucracy, manned overwhelmingly by men of Vaishnav and 
Jain merchant families, knit together by ties of caste and religious practice with a wider 
community of merchants, brahmans, and a few other select groups in their localities. 
Kingly authority retained its legitimatory power but, at least in eighteenth-century 
Marwar, was inflected deeply by its bureaucratic apparatus. 
Reflecting on the findings of the different chapters in relation to each other 
permits us to make certain preliminary conclusions about law in early modern Marwar. In 
particular, the fifth chapter allows an appreciation of just how much of an innovation the 
petitions and rulings framed with reference to ethics were in relation to the until-then 
dominant authority of custom. Petitions as well as rulings and decrees pertaining to social 
exclusivity, vegetarianism, drinking, and gambling did not cite past practice as their 
basis. Nor did they try to present innovations in the garb of tradition. Instead, they 
unabashedly articulated a legal reasoning guided by ethics and morality. In particular, 
non-violence towards non-humans, austerity, and ‘dharma’ conceived of as an ideal 
social order were the ethical concerns invoked. The dissertation then points at the 
beginnings of a shift in early modern Marwar toward a universal law, applied without 
distinction upon the subjects in the domain. I suggest that this shift to a universal law was 
a product of the dominance over state, society, and economy of an elite, which then used 
state power to elevate its sectarian principles to public norm. These principles reflected 
the culture and ethos of a settled, merchant society, one that was directly at odds with the 




 The ethics from which the universally applied laws derived were not scriptural in 
origin but rather originated from the values of the Vaishnav-Jain mercantile communities 
of Marwar. While recommendations of vegetarianism and disapproval of liquor 
consumption were a part of the Shastric corpus, scriptural prescription alone were not 
sufficient ground for these to become norms, as is indicated by the absence of any 
evidence for the historical generalization of these values until the sixteenth century. 
Similarly, while the Shastras may have considered abortion illegal and disapproved of 
extra-marital relationships for women, this in itself is not sufficient grounds on which to 
conclude that Rathor law or Marwari customs were based on the Dharmashastras. 
Present-day scholars of Shastric law have tried to find evidence of use of the 
Dharmashastras as legal authorities in the practice of law in pre-modern India and have 
found little to show for it. Timothy Lubin tries to assert on the basis of linguistic 
elements, conceptual overlaps, and other traces, that the Dharmashastras underlay some 
legal pronouncements in ancient and medieval India, even though there is no explicit 
reference to the Shastras in any of these decrees.1023 The decrees and rulings of the 
Jodhpur Sanad Parwana Bahis too do not refer to Shastric texts or brahman experts. 
Rather, they are resolved through the operation of local customs, practices, and political 
relationships. For this reason, I agree with Sumit Guha’s assessment of legal practice in 
eighteenth-century Maharashtra – a kingdom administered by brahmans as a self-
proclaimed ‘brahman rāj’ – that Shastric law had little to do with the administration of 
                                                       





law.1024 This resonates also with the conclusions of Nandita Sahai on eighteenth century 
Marwar, that is, about the absence of any dependence of Rathor judicial activity upon 
Shastric authorities.1025 Further, as Alex Michaels points out, the Dharmashastras 
recognized the significance of locally variant custom and in the process of being written 
down, publicized, or published, the Dharmashastras often got transformed to reflect local 
norms and customs.1026 It is then possible that custom and the Dharmashastra rested on a 
shared substratum but there is little from the documentary archive of Jodhpur’s courts to 
indicate that the Shastras were either a source or an authority for the resolution of legal 
questions in eighteenth century Marwar. Instead, a regionally and historically shaped 
cultural code that had become normative for a handful of elite groups is what the Rathor 
state grounded its ‘new’ legislation in. The ethical foundation of these decrees and rulings 
could counter the weight that custom otherwise commanded in the region’s decision-
making process. 
 Finally, this dissertation seeks to emphasize the importance of the locality, of the 
everyday, and of the microhistorical, arguing for the cumulative significance of 
seemingly isolated and unconnected episodes that dot the archival record. A mass of 
recent writing on early modern South Asia and on the early modern world broadly has 
illuminated the many inter-connections, travels, encounters, and movements that marked 
this period. WhiThrough this dissertation, I turn historiographical attention to the effects 
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upon the political transformations that early modern global integration and circulation 











Jodhpur Sanad Parwana Bahi record series, numbers 1-71, spanning the years VS 1821 
to 1876, or CE 1764 to 1819. Rajasthan State Archives, Bikaner.  
 
The Sanad Parwana Bahis of the state of Jodhpur are annual compilations of the orders 
and decrees issued by the crown and dispatched to its provincial headquarters. The 
decrees are organized pargana (province)-wise but also include decrees addressed to the 
entire kingdom. These rulings were often in response to the petitions of subjects or to the 
information gathered by the crown’s own news reporters (‘uvākā naves’ or ‘itlāk naves’ 
in these sources). These compilations also contain orders for the disbursal of funds, the 
movement of money, and the management of fiscal resources. The first of these 
compilations dates to 1764 CE and the series continues unbroken until the late nineteenth 
century CE. The contents of the records, however, start to undergo a transformation by 
the turn of the century, with an increasing focus on fiscal and military matters and 
diminishing documentation of the judicial appeals of subjects. This may have been due to 
the upheavals in which the Marwar state found itself due to its growing weakness in the 
face of Maratha onslaughts. Since my research is focused on the pre-colonial period in 
Marwari history, I have chosen the date of Marwar’s acceptance of English East India 
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Superintendents of Shrī Hajūr rā Daftar1027 
 
 Superintendent Caste Year of 
Appointment 
Maharaja 
1 Khīchī Rājpūt 1708 Ajit Singh 
2 Muhṇot Satidas Mahājan 1751 Bakht Singh 
3 Purohit Ranchhordas Brāhmaṇ 1765 Vijai Singh 
4 Pancholī Jivanram Kayasth 1768 Vijai Singh 
5 Bhaīyā Ramchand  1770 Vijai Singh 
6 Āchāraj Fatehram Brāhmaṇ 1772 Vijai Singh 
7 Joshī Kirparam Brāhmaṇ 1773 Vijai Singh 
8 Bhanḍārī Chainram Mahājan 1777 Vijai Singh 
9 Pancholī Sitaram Kayasth 1778 Vijai Singh 
10 Āsopā Surajmal Rājpūt 1782 Vijai Singh 
11 Vyās Ranchhordas Brāhmaṇ 1786 Vijai Singh 
 Muhṇot Jodhraj Mahājan   
12 Joshī Raghuram Brāhmaṇ 1789 Vijai Singh 
13 Āsopā Surajmal Rājpūt 1790 Vijai Singh 
14 Joshī Mayaram* Brāhmaṇ 1791 Vijai Singh 
15 Joshī Ramnath* Brāhmaṇ 1792 Vijai Singh 
16 Bohrā Dinanath* Brāhmaṇ 1793 Bhim Singh 
17 Āsopā Surajmal* Rājpūt 1797 Bhim Singh 
18 Bohrā Savairam* Brāhmaṇ 1798 Bhim Singh 
19 Muhṇot Vijairaj* Mahājan 1799 Bhim Singh 
20 Muhṇot Abhaimal* Mahājan 1801 Bhim Singh 
21 Pancholī Badarmal Kāyasth 1802 Bhim Singh 
* These superintendents shared the responsibilities of the office evenly with another, 
unnamed, officer.1028 
 
                                                       
1027 Bhati 2011, 101. Bhati’s table is based on information available in Jodhpur’s Ohdā Bahīs 
number 1 and 2 from the Rajasthan State Archives, Bikaner. 
 
1028 Bhati 2011, 102. Bhati suggests that the other co-superintendent in these cases was brāhmaṇ. 
